



Corey Risinger: Untangling the Lives and Legacies of “George Eliot” and Marian 
Evans Lewes 
 What name should I use to refer to the author of The Mill on the Floss and Middlemarch? 
As questions go, I originally anticipated this one would be easily and definitively answered. 
More than a century of literary scholarship predates this thesis, and most critics have identified 
the author by an ambiguously gendered pen name: George Eliot. The author, known to her 
community as Marian Evans, was not the first female writer to employ a pseudonym — whether 
she envisioned that it would alleviate the social consequences of writing on politics and religion 
or simply hoped to keep her personal life private. Charlotte Brontë published under the name 
Currer Bell, and contributions to Victorian journals were often published anonymously, 
regardless of gender.  
 As this thesis developed, though, I realized referencing either Evans or “Eliot” presented 
a uniquely complicated challenge. In an attempt to clarify her person, I find it necessary now to 
distinguish between the interconnected identities of “Eliot,” Marian Evans, Marian Evans Lewes, 
and Mrs. Cross. These variant identities paradoxically overlap and run parallel to each other. 
Even after it was discovered that Evans employed the pen name “Eliot,” the identity remained 
intact and continued to be printed. Effectively, this created hybrid identities, all incomplete 
representations of the author when considered in isolation. Obituaries for Evans, who died on 
December 22, 1880, best illustrate this dilemma. Reporters lamented the loss of their great and 
incomparable “Eliot,” a majority of them erasing or disregarding Evans’ identity completely.  
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 Evans’ identity grows increasingly convoluted as audiences mistake and conflate her 
previous writing and editing careers with her life as “Eliot,” the novelist. Years before she 
produced her first novels, Evans served as “Editress” at the Westminster Review, a rare woman 
contributor. Her byline — if works had been attributed to authors — would have evolved again 
in an embrace of Evans’ longtime partner George Henry Lewes. “Evans Lewes,” as she began to 
refer to herself in her personal correspondence, received harsh social criticism for her 
commitment to Lewes, who remained legally married to Agnes Jervis throughout the course of 
their relationship.  1
 Noting these complications, I will refer to the author as “Marian Evans Lewes” in 
analysis of the author’s professional career and throughout this thesis — using the title she 
preferred in communication with others. Evans Lewes clung to the Lewes name after her 
partner’s death, continuing to identify herself as a member of the Lewes family. She expresses in 
letters to John Walter Cross that she owes her deceased partner a mourning period, as well as her 
dedication to his children. When Evans Lewes eventually marries Cross, her first relationship to 
be legally recognized, she begins to receive letters addressed to “Mrs. Cross.”  But in personal 
correspondence with friends and the Lewes’ children during her marriage to Cross, the author 
proceeds in signing her name “Evans Lewes” or “Evans Lewes Cross.” 
 A year-long analysis of Evans Lewes’ titles and biography leads me to my most 
resounding conclusion: her legacy and person continue to be re-envisioned, as readers and critics 
attempt to categorize her with binary terms unfit to capture the complexity of her character. I 
 Evans Lewes’ brother Isaac was particularly aggressive in response to her cohabitation with Lewes, cutting off 1
communication with his sister for decades until her legal marriage to John W. Cross. 
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identify specific tensions regarding interpretation of Evans Lewes’ gender, her authorial agency, 
and the extent to which she ought to be considered a reformist icon.  
 In the first pages of his book on Evans Lewes, Oscar Browning cautions his audience that 
they should not expect “new facts” (Noble 19). Browning — I infer based on an 1890 review of 
his book by James Noble in The Academy — focuses his analysis on determining whether tragic 
deaths in The Mill on the Floss suggest to readers that “such failures are preventible, and that it is 
[their] duty to prevent them as far as possible” (Noble 179). But I apply his expectation of no 
“new facts” to this thesis, too.  
 In writing and researching, I’ve considered primary source documents at-length at the 
Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library at Yale University, as well as decades of literary 
criticism on The Mill on the Floss and Middlemarch. I’ve read Evans Lewes’ poetry, and studied 
her writer’s notebook as preserved by the University of Virginia. Like Browning, my aim in this 
thesis is not to discover previously-unknown letters or accounts of Evans Lewes’ life. Rather, it 
is to contextualize Evans Lewes’ literary works and to assert that their truest interpretation is one 
that recognizes the author’s identities beyond her “Eliot” pseudonym. 
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I. A literary review of Evans Lewes’ Middlemarch and The Mill on the Floss 
 Marian Evans Lewes  was not a proponent for total gender equality, though she supported 2
the education of women. To Evans Lewes, a pragmatist and polyglot, access to a formal and 
traditionally-male education was purposeful. It did not affirm the moral or academic superiority 
of women. Rather, it equipped women to better serve and educate their own families — and to be 
more highly functioning members of society at-large. Evans Lewes writes of this preparedness in 
a letter to Madame Eugène Bodichon in October of 1876, comparing a woman’s education to the 
health of a ship:  
“Doubtless many a ship is drowned on expeditions of discovery or rescue, and precious 
freights lie burned. But there was the good of manning and furnishing the ship with a 
great purpose before it set out” (Blake 298).  
 Evans Lewes also lauds literature’s opportunities for escapism in a letter to her 
granddaughter Blanche Southward Lewes. She wrote that she was sure her granddaughter would 
like to memorize lines and stories by heart. “That is very nice: to carry pretty things in your mind 
so that you can say them to yourself in the dark” (Letters 6/24/1879). More significant than the 
reader’s personal comfort, Evans Lewes believed writing ought to present measured observation 
to a specific and previously-identified audience, capturing the essence and the experience of the 
 Beginning in this section, I will be referring to Marian Evans by her chosen name of Marian Evans Lewes. As 2
opposed to Marian Evans or George Eliot, the Evans Lewes name was consistently indicated at the end of the 
author’s personal correspondences. Though her partnership with George Henry Lewes, who will be referred to as 
GHL, was not legally binding, it was treated as fully legitimate and “real” by both parties. 
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time period. Advising her dear friend Sara Hennell, Evans Lewes added that she should “not 
write when writing seems a task” (Letters  3/27/1874). 3
 The first step in comprehending Evans Lewes’ life and reception is to study two of her 
best known novels: The Mill on The Floss (1860) and Middlemarch (1871-72) . It is frequently 4
argued that aspects of the novels overlap with Evans Lewes’ own biography. Scholars following 
this path are likely to underscore the familial rejection endured by protagonist Maggie Tulliver in 
The Mill on the Floss as reflecting the author’s own tenuous relationship with her brother Isaac. 
Embracing the same conflation of Evans Lewes’ personal biography and fiction, critics like 
Richard Ellmann have theorized that Middlemarch’s Dorothea Brooke marries two men who 
resemble people in Evans Lewes’ life — including her partner GHL and various intellectuals 
who were friends or colleagues (Ellmann).  
 Ultimately, I find such a reading inconsequential. Both works are best understood, 
instead, in the context of broader themes that affected Evans Lewes’ life and others’ in Victorian 
England. The Mill on the Floss exposes a clash between young Maggie’s imagination and her 
developing commitment to Victorian convention. Her creativity and boldness, though at times 
noted for their amusing consequences, are rarely rewarded — and they are closely associated 
with the rambunctious behavior of young men. Middlemarch embraces proportion as a guiding 
principle, depicting its protagonist’s theoretic mind as being in conflict with the quotidian. 
Common among the novels and Evans Lewes’ personal biography are critical evaluations of the 
 In citations, I will use Letters to signify John W. Cross’ edited collections of Marian Evans’ letters (1885).3
 Middlemarch was originally published in eight half-volume installments, upon the suggestion of Evans’ partner 4
George Henry Lewes. These half-volumes were published between December of 1871 and winter 1872. During the 
time period, publication in three volumes would have been far more common. 
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realities of married life and the accompanying social expectations regarding its success or 
fracture. 
The hazy view of womanhood from The Mill on the Floss 
 Unsure whether to alter her personality to comply with the expectations of her family 
members, and of society at large, young Maggie waivers between pursuing her own exploits and 
internalizing her parents’ disappointment. Education contributes invaluably to Maggie’s 
developing creativity and sense of personal independence. Maggie, fascinated by the great 
intellectuals, is particularly drawn to the complexities of language and communication. Her 
brother Tom chides her that a full-grown woman “needn’t talk” (The Mill on the Floss 130) — 
but in childhood, Maggie resists this structure. Her response to Tom’s assertion is to conclude 
that she will not be an ordinary woman. “But [she] shall be a clever woman” (The Mill on the 
Floss 130), one who lives beyond the narrow lines drawn by her patriarchal society. An 
exceptional woman, Maggie “f[inds] the Latin Grammar quite soothing” and is eager to receive 
accolades for her impressive acumen. Comparing her own life with those of her fictional 
counterparts in fairytales and popular fiction,  Maggie heeds Evans Lewes’ advice to her 
granddaughter, seeking refuge and alternate realities in literature. Evans Lewes’ narrator 
observes this strength, adding that “saints and martyrs had never interested Maggie so much as 
sages and poets” (The Mill on the Floss 251). 
 Maggie’s behavior cannot simply be written off as youthful ignorance, for she repeatedly 
demonstrates her consciousness of social ostracism. Had Maggie been oblivious to her parents’ 
preference for her cousin Lucy Deane or Tom, running away from home might have lost its 
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allure. Maggie’s excursion with the gypsies reveals more than her wish to arrogantly assert 
herself as queen, or to dress herself in bold, red colors. It marks her first physical attempt to 
distance herself from the demanding expectations for women, from the society which chastises 
her for eccentricities and intellectual curiosities that are inappropriate for a girl. Within the 
Tulliver household, Maggie retains hope that her intelligence and risk-taking will be recognized 
and praised — as she observes Tom being rewarded with attendance at boarding school and for 
attempting to provide financially for the family. Hardwired to believe her accomplishments are 
equally meaningful, Maggie interprets Mr. Riley’s comments on her cleverness, for instance, as 
an indication of respect earned. “Maggie’s cheeks began to flush with triumphant 
excitement” (The Mill on the Floss 16), as she overlooked Mr. Riley’s lamentation that she 
hadn’t “been the lad” (The Mill on the Floss 18) in the Tulliver family. She would have been 
suitable for a career among sharp-shooting lawyers and physicians in that case.  
 Merely a child, Maggie’s aspirations and intentions operate “on a larger scale than Tom 
had imagined” (The Mill on the Floss 93). Her commitment to discovery and personal 
advancement exceeds Tom’s, and Maggie yearns for greatness that might impact her family and 
society. She feels entitled — not as a spoiled child expects a gift, but as a child applying her own 
morals and logic to the world around her — to address Mrs. Tulliver and Tom when she objects 
to their logic. Tom forecasts Maggie’s difficulty in leading the life of a lady, claiming, aghast, 
that she “ought to have learned better than to have those hectoring, assuming manners” (The Mill 
on the Floss 181). Maggie’s struggle is multifaceted and treated more empathetically by Evans 
Lewes’ narrator than by Tom. Within her, the narrator discerns a “conflict between the inward 
impulse and outward fact, which is the lot of every imaginative and passionate nature” (The Mill 
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on the Floss 241). Such a description deflects culpability from Maggie, attributing at least a 
portion of her struggles to her chemistry and thoughtfulness. Her challenges, the narrator largely 
implies, are external and lie beyond Maggie’s reach. The narrator’s sympathy is epitomized by 
the description of “conflict,” which is discussed in isolation from Maggie’s ability to effect 
change in her life.  
 Maggie readily acknowledges the impact of her messiness and envies the delicate 
femininity of her cousin Lucy, if only for the praise it garners from Mrs. Tulliver. Where Maggie 
has the wildness of a “rough, dark, overgrown puppy” (The Mill on the Floss 55), Lucy is a 
neatly-kept, “white kitten” with “the neatest little rosebud mouth” (The Mill on the Floss 55). 
Maggie, until she is sent to Miss Firniss’ boarding school with Lucy, is characterized by her 
tearful mother as “a naughty child, as ‘ll break her mother’s heart” (The Mill on the Floss 61). 
Mrs. Tulliver passionately defends her own familial ties to Lucy, who if set “on a stool… there 
she’ll sit for an hour together, and never offer to get off” (The Mill on the Floss 39), a vision of 
obedience and womanly submission. Admiration of Lucy is further rooted in Mrs. Tulliver’s own 
desire to evade the exacting judgment of her sister, who frequently faults the Tullivers’ parenting 
abilities for Maggie’s outbursts or deviations from social norms. Though the narrator’s 
sympathies most clearly align with Maggie’s perspective, it should be acknowledged that Mrs. 
Tulliver, too, suffers  under societal disapproval.  
 Behavior that once derided Maggie’s acceptance in the Tulliver household becomes quite 
impossible while at Miss Firniss’ boarding school, where Maggie must adhere to patriarchal 
expectations for female conduct. Where she had once promised Philip Wakem — another brand 
of societal outcast in his physical disability — a kiss, adolescent Maggie later holds herself 
RISINGER !6
accountable in adhering to proper interactions with men. Her “promise was void, like so many 
other sweet, illusory promises of our childhood; void as promises made in Eden before the 
seasons were divided, and when the starry blossoms grew side by side with the ripening peach, 
— impossible to be fulfilled when the golden gates had passed” (The Mill on the Floss 178). 
Interpreting Maggie’s childhood curiosity as another sort of promise, it cannot be upheld as she 
enters adulthood. Though she continues to write Tom at King’s Lorton, Maggie is otherwise 
determined to be an image of restraint. This is well illustrated by Maggie’s visit to Tom, wherein 
she delivers the news that their father had taken on heavy losses from a formidable lawsuit. She 
anxiously mentions her own obligation to return home to support the family. But Maggie 
“check[s] herself abruptly” (The Mill on the Floss 170), tempering her own emotional response 
in an effort to ease Tom’s own appraisal of the situation. Evans Lewes’ narrator marks this 
moment as the end of childhood: Maggie and Tom “had entered the thorny wilderness, and the 
golden gates of their childhood had forever closed behind them” (The Mill on the Floss 171).  
 As Maggie learns to embody the respectable woman, her demeanor hardens. Evans 
Lewes’ Dorothea in Middlemarch found herself imprisoned in Casaubon and his library, but 
Maggie identifies her own prison in the necessity to stay faithful to Tom. Maggie and her brother 
grapple with the obligation of compensating for their parents’ misfortune and mismanagement — 
and they are left to navigate a muddied relationship with the Wakems, to whom their father owes 
money. Maggie’s all-encompassing devotion to the Tullivers’ needs poses her independence as a  
familial and feminine obligation. Mrs. Tulliver praises this shift in priorities, pleased “that 
Maggie should be ‘growing up so good’” (The Mill on the Floss 257). “Growing up so good” 
translates, too, to growing up without the literature that could once “dull [Maggie’s] sensibility to 
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her actual daily life” (The Mill on the Floss 250). A more bright-eyed Maggie had sought 
explanations for life’s quandaries in “all Scott’s novels and all Byron’s poems” and she had 
hoped to proceed with life, “absorbing fantasies” (The Mill on the Floss 250). Contemplating her 
own misery in conversation with Philip, Maggie wonders “must she always live in this resigned 
imprisonment” (The Mill on the Floss 284), absent the fictional possibilities upon which she had 
depended.  
  Years after meeting Maggie, Philip expresses his concern that she has been changed. A 
character routinely described as “pitiable” (The Mill on the Floss 284), Philip turns the tables, 
finding it “wretched to see [her] benumbing and cramping [her] nature” (The Mill on the Floss 
288) and vivid imagination. In an emotional blow to his friend, Philip mentions that he never 
predicted that Maggie would lose so many of the characteristic sparks and curiosities that he 
found endearing. Maggie rejects Philip’s attempt to give her a book, confessing her awareness of 
the dangers of reentering a world of imagination. She worries “[the book] would make [her] fall 
in love with this world again, as [she] used to be — it would make [her] long to see and know 
many things — it would make [her] long for a full life” (The Mill on the Floss 267). Philip 
reminds Maggie that she is on track to become a “brilliant woman — all wit and bright 
imagination” (The Mill on the Floss 288), so long as she abandons society’s narrow prescription 
for becoming the ideal woman. But Maggie devalues her own happiness, prioritizing her 
relationship with Tom. Though she makes amends with Lucy for her relationship with Stephen 
Guest, Maggie refuses to revert to her former self — a tension that is permanently resolved with 
her death.  
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 On a surface level, the last chapters of The Mill on the Floss are conciliatory, as Maggie 
revisits her strained relationships with Philip, Lucy, and Tom. But Evans Lewes’ characters 
cannot coexist with the Victorian sensibilities that have both molded and reprimanded their 
behavior. Lucy is objectively well-behaved by societal standards, deferring to Mrs. Tulliver and 
other elders who beam at her obedience and delicate beauty. She is tragically taught to bear the 
consequences for events and conversations that she, in reality, cannot control. Listening as 
Maggie looks to make amends for her romance with Stephen, Lucy shrugs off her misfortunes as 
a necessary burden or as the result of her own foolishness. Instead of expressing her 
disappointment in Maggie, Lucy pleads with her to be comforted, as she understands the 
difficulty that her cousin must have overcome in order to “g[i]ve him up” (The Mill on the Floss 
446). Lucy accepts Maggie’s tearful apology, professing that her cousin is “better than [she 
is]” (The Mill on the Floss 447), and crystallizing her subservience. Where Maggie perceives 
Lucy as a living representation of womanly perfection, Lucy faults herself for having failed to 
navigate an unconventional course of events. 
 Similarly stilted is the life of Maggie’s mother, Mrs. Tulliver, who was chosen by her 
husband for her perceived subservience. Mr. Tulliver proudly reports to Mr. Riley that his wife 
was an attractive mate “‘cause she was a bit weak, like” (The Mill on the Floss 18), ensuring that 
he would not “be told the right o’things by [his] own fireside” (The Mill on the Floss 18). Mrs. 
Tulliver works fiercely to provide for her family, sparing her daughter from weight-bearing 
chores and other unpleasant duties under the justification that it is a “mother’s place to do 
that” (The Mill on the Floss 242). From her example, the reader gleans that a mother’s place is 
also to be weathered by insults of her sister— a woman who criticizes Maggie, Mr. Tulliver’s 
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child-rearing skills, and practically every other identifiable weakness. While Mrs. Tulliver “[is] 
not without influence over her husband” (The Mill on the Floss 140), she does not sustain herself 
without damage, her “womanly heart, so bruised in its small personal desires” (The Mill on the 
Floss 243).  
 Evans Lewes’ female characters are unable or ill-equipped to reach the perilous 
equilibrium between satisfying social expectations and achieving their own intrinsic aspirations. 
Their stories, as relayed in The Mill on the Floss, are cautionary. But the narrator maintains that 
some women — whether as a result of differing circumstances or “a perfectly balanced mind 
who had had all the advantages of fortune, training, and refined society” (The Mill on the Floss 
335) — are capable of leading successful lives. These women are of little interest to Evans 
Lewes, who writes that had Maggie excelled, “you would probably have known nothing about 
her” (The Mill on the Floss 335). The significance of this statement is amplified when one 
considers Evans Lewes’ proclivity for expressing truth and intention. As a writer, Evans Lewes 
could remain at peace with a finished piece “not because [she was] convinced of its perfection, 
but because [she] lived to give out what it was in [her] to give” (George Eliot and George Henry 
Lewes Collection, Nov. 4, 1872). Accordingly, what Evans Lewes had to give was the 
identifiable and tangible value of the stories of imperfect women. 
 Evans Lewes’ narrators are deliberate and vocal in their early objections to social 
expectations. Maggie considers the promise of intellectual stimulation in a traditionally-male 
profession, and Dorothea establishes herself as a businesswoman. Nevertheless, these women are 
classed as negative outliers — and the features that defined their independence and confidence 
fade. Maggie and Dorothea live fractured, futile lives which signal to Evans Lewes’ readers that 
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making similar decisions could lead to dire consequences. Evans Lewes’ narrator does not 
endorse the socially problematic behavior of Maggie and Dorothea. Still, The Mill on the Floss 
and Middlemarch create an environment where female strength and fortitude could exist, at least 
temporarily.  
Conventional marriage as a threat to friendship, independence 
 Consistent with Evans Lewes’ challenging and challenged women characters are the 
disastrous relationships they hold with men. At the close of The Mill on the Floss, two young 
men — presumably Philip and Stephen — pause at Maggie’s gravestone; they “fe[el] that their 
keenest joy and keenest sorrow were for ever buried there” (The Mill on the Floss 457). Once 
impressed or enchanted by Maggie’s rambunctious and curious nature, both men offered an 
unsustainable love. They are, in a sense, an indictment of Victorian society’s inability to accept 
an unconventional marriage or the success of unconventional people. Evans Lewes portrays a 
social world, where Maggie is neither suited for nor socially-obedient enough to be assigned a 
marriage. This reality leaves her increasingly vulnerable, as she faces the already frightening 
consequences of her father’s financial downfall.  
 When Stephen professes his devotion to Maggie, she refuses to entertain the notion of 
marrying him — aware that such a union would debase his relationship with Lucy. “I don’t know 
what is wise; but my heart will not let me do it,” she responds, pained. Maggie “[has] suffered, 
and had no one to pity [her]” (The Mill on the Floss 419), and she fears she has caused the same 
for Stephen, Tom, and Lucy. But Evans Lewes’ Victorian society misreads or disregards 
Maggie’s self-awareness, conceptualizing Stephen as a man “very much at the mercy of a 
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designing bold girl” (The Mill on the Floss 429). Stephen, according to Evans Lewes’ narrator, 
covets Maggie “in spite of himself” (The Mill on the Floss 429). His genuine care for Maggie 
prompts him to write a letter “so as to try to make [Maggie] appear quite innocent” (The Mill on 
the Floss 429). This behavior is self-sacrificial and implicitly consistent with that of an 
honorable man, aiming to deflect the fallout of his own romantic entanglements.  
 Perhaps caustically, Evans Lewes’ narrator observes that “a young man of five-and-
twenty is not to be too severely judged in these cases” (The Mill on the Floss 429) — while 
Maggie bears the cross for their once innocent romance. Stephen, readers ascertain from a vague 
description in Evans Lewes’ conclusion, eventually marries or is at least reunited with Lucy after 
Maggie’s death. But Maggie is afforded no such closure, and she exudes guilt, struggling to write 
a note asking for forgiveness. Failing to find the right words, Maggie “took the letter, held it to 
the candle, and let it burn slowly on the hearth” (The Mill on the Floss 451).  
 By making amends with Lucy, Maggie exhibits the endurance of female friendships. But 
reconciliation is a more doubtful outcome when considering Maggie’s relationship with Philip, 
also a social deviant. Alone among the novel’s characters, Philip treasures Maggie’s quirks and 
unconventionality, her unbounded curiosity. These features, he explains, fueled his admiration 
for Maggie in his childhood years, especially. Like Lucy, though, Philip’s appreciation for 
Maggie causes him to claim responsibility for their mutually hurt feelings. He does not ask 
anything of his former love, “hav[ing] no claim on [her] for more than affectionate 
remembrance” (The Mill on the Floss 440). Still, Maggie suffers under the weight of her own 
consciousness of her faults, asking if “there [is] any happiness in love that could make [her] 
forget their pain” (The Mill on the Floss 441).  
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 Evans Lewes answers this question for readers — there isn’t. Maggie is chastised by a 
society that always found her “questionable” (The Mill on the Floss 429) for her relationship 
with Philip, and her effect on Stephen and Lucy’s crumbling engagement. Describing the 
rampant speculations of the women of St. Ogg’s, the narrator declares that “the world’s 
wife” (The Mill on the Floss 429) predicted the destruction surrounding Maggie and her potential 
suitors. In employing the phrase, Evans Lewes prompts readers to consider if there is a “world’s 
wife” — or whether her commentary on marriage is rooted in sarcasm. Victorian women clear 
their consciences, occupying themselves with “their favorite abstraction, called Society” (The 
Mill on the Floss 442) and “satisfied their own egoism — thinking and speaking the worst of 
Maggie Tulliver and turning their backs upon her” (The Mill on the Floss 442). Though vapid 
and conformist, these women are capable of what Maggie is not: obeying social dictates that 
subordinate women and devalue passionate, curious love.  
 Evans Lewes suggests women like Maggie exist elsewhere but might be “too timid even 
to believe in the correctness of their now best promptings, when these would place them in a 
minority” (The Mill on the Floss 442). Maggie, who spends her life being chastised for her 
distinctiveness, could have found initial consolation in the narrator’s statement. Evans Lewes 
situates her amongst a group of women who await the approval from, and the evolution of their 
society, and it contextualizes her behavior. The Mill on the Floss fails this cohort of ambitious 
women, providing only a pessimistic vision of the future. The narrator, in the acknowledgment 
that women are “too timid” to defend their own assertions, depicts a society of deeply 
internalized guilt and feelings of female inferiority. Ultimately, I argue that Maggie is forced into 
the same shackles, sacrificing any future love or self-fulfillment to satisfy familial obligation. In 
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rejecting Philip’s extension of literature, Maggie denies herself a necessary outlet and 
independence — and she joins the ranks of those women who doubt “the correctness of their 
now best promptings” (The Mill on the Floss 442).  
 “Nature repairs her ravages — but not all” (The Mill on the Floss 457), the  
contemplative narrator concludes. The Mill is reconstructed and others survive the flood. But “to 
the eyes that have dwelt on the past, there is no thorough repair” (The Mill on the Floss 457). 
What grows after natural disaster is distinct from what originally stood in its place, and the same 
can be said for new relationships. Maggie is ultimately an impossible woman, who defies any 
Victorian expectation that women ought to follow well-defined paths. From her childhood 
adventure with a group of gypsies to her escapist passion for consuming fiction, Maggie breaks 
convention. Her apologies cannot suffice to save her life or her reputation. Even her former 
lovers fail to convince readers that their potential marriages would have been productive or 
enduring. Victorian society has, quite literally, no place for a woman like Maggie. What place 
could a woman like Marian Evans Lewes then carve out for herself?  
Dorothea Brooke’s embrace of the theoretic and expansive 
 In Middlemarch, Evans Lewes continues to dissect the motivations of a curious and 
ambitious woman. She aptly coins this feminine self-awareness as a desire to escape the “toy-
box history of the world adapted to young ladies which had made the chief part of [Dorothea’s] 
education” (Middlemarch, v. i, 123). From the outset of the 1872 novel, protagonist Dorothea 
Brooke distinguishes herself from her sister Celia, and from other women like Mary Garth who 
live pleasantly within the patriarchal existence outlined for them. Dorothea exhibits a mind that 
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“was theoretic, and yearned by its nature after some lofty conception of the 
world” (Middlemarch v. i, 7). “Enamored of intensity and greatness” (Middlemarch v. i, 7), 
Dorothea’s idealism leaves her disinterested in the redundant motions of daily life. 
 In considering Edward Casaubon as a partner, Dorothea places undue emphasis on his 
potential to expand her horizons. She rejects Sir James Chettam’s advance, though he is a suitor 
nearer to her age and societal standing. While her uncle deems Dorothea’s prioritization of 
Casaubon to be peculiar, he admits that a thirst for understanding and scholarship spans their 
family line. “I had it myself, — that love of knowledge, and going into everything, — a little too 
much, — it took me too far” (Middlemarch, v. i, 61), Mr. Brooke reveals, in what might have 
been a moment of empathy for his niece. Any potential consolation, unfortunately, is undermined 
by the additional commentary that “that sort of thing doesn’t often run in the female line; or it 
runs underground like the rivers in Greece, you know, — it comes out in the 
sons” (Middlemarch, v. i, 61). In this conclusion, Mr. Brooke both marks Dorothea as an 
exceptional woman and embraces essentialism. Mr. Brooke implies that “clever 
mothers” (Middlemarch, v. i, 61) can demonstrate academic drive and ambition, much as Maggie 
Tulliver aspires to be a “clever woman” in The Mill on the Floss.  
 If Chettam concretely embodies Victorian convention to Dorothea, Casaubon seems to 
offer an academic existence that might accommodate a bold and capable woman. Academically, 
Dorothea is entranced by the thought that she might play a role in her husband’s scholarly work 
— whether it involves writing or menial organizational tasks. In marrying and working alongside 
Casaubon, Dorothea expects to feel a closeness to an intellectual great, likening him to “a 
modern Augustine who united the glories of doctor and saint” (Middlemarch v. i, 30). Dorothea 
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identifies a theoretical purpose, working as a scribe — as her husband impacts the world with his 
intellectual discoveries, and she is afforded the social acceptance associated with wifehood. 
Above all other social benefits of marriage, Dorothea prizes the notion that “there would be 
nothing trivial about [their] lives. Every-day things with [them] would mean the greatest 
things” (Middlemarch v. i, 37). Casaubon represents an excursion “beyond the shallows of 
ladies’-school literature” (Middlemarch v. i, 31). Middlemarch’s narrator signals that Dorothea 
favored intellectual intimacy over physical manifestations or signs in regards to her relationship 
with Casaubon.  While signs are tangibly small, “interpretations are illimitable, and in girls of 5
sweet, ardent nature, every sign is apt to conjure up wonder, hope, belief, vast as a sky, and 
colored by a diffused thimbleful of matter in the shape of knowledge” (Middlemarch, v. i, 31).  
 The search for significance and intellectual excitement in the quotidian fundamentally 
fuels Dorothea throughout the early months of her marriage. She hopes that Casaubon’s 
intelligence could translate to confirmation that he was a “man who could understand the higher 
inward life, and with whom there could be some spiritual communion” (Middlemarch, v. i, 27). 
In conversation with Mr. Brooke, Dorothea remarks that she would like to retain her opinionated 
nature, “but [she] should wish to have good reasons for them, and a wise man could help [her] to 
see which opinions had the best foundation, and would help [her] to live according to 
them” (Middlemarch, v. i, 55). Fascinated by the “provinces of masculine knowledge” — 
particularly Latin and Greek which led to “a standing-ground from which all truth could be seen 
more truly” (Middlemarch v. i, 89) — Dorothea envisions her marriage as an edifying force, 
 Author Katherine Blake presents this as Dorothea’s search for a vocation and a representation of a Victorian work 5
ethic that “shows that not to shape the world is to be shapeless oneself” (294). Broadening Blake’s analysis, though, 
I believe Dorothea yearns for the grand and theoretic — not simply a professional vocation. After all, Dorothea’s 
marriage to Will seems to indicate that her business with the tenements surrounding Lowick is not sufficiently 
fulfilling. 
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while Casaubon expects his wife’s “delightful companionship” (Middlemarch, v. i, 43) to yield 
only secretarial aid. Evans Lewes’ narrator, who frequently imparts truths unappreciated by 
young Dorothea, contextualizes this early period of marriage. Once “the doorsill of marriage” is 
breached, “expectation is concentrated on the present” (Middlemarch, v. i, 285), the narrator 
asserts. “Having once embarked on your marital voyage, it is impossible not to be aware that you 
make no way and that the sea is not within sight, — that, in fact, you are exploring an enclosed 
basin” (Middlemarch, v. i, 285), where you once perceived possibility on the horizon. This is the 
moment when the theoretic bleeds into the necessarily trivial and less idealistic details of daily 
life.  
 Dorothea becomes keenly aware of Casaubon’s disinterest in occupying the professorial 
role that she had envisioned. Determined to satisfy the requirements of marriage, Casaubon 
“draw[s] Dorothea into use in his study, according to his own intention before marriage, [though 
it] was an effort which he was always tempted to defer, and but for her pleading insistence it 
might have never begun” (Middlemarch, v. i, 406). Faltering from his initial offer of inclusion, 
Casaubon ignites a series of internal crises for Dorothea, who attempts to moderate her behavior 
in order to regain appeal as a partner. Though she desperately seeks academic enrichment, 
Dorothea walks a precipitous line between being “tiresome” (Middlemarch, v.i, 89) and a useful 
player in Casaubon’s scholarly pursuits. Rather than resent her husband, Dorothea “[has] a great 
outburst, and then all seems glorious again [and she] cannot help believing in glorious things in a 
blind sort of way” (Middlemarch, v. i, 320). She is consistently drawn back to grandiose 
conceptions of what her life could be, though Dorothea is admittedly disappointed that much 
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evades her understanding — “so much that seems to [her] a consecration of ugliness rather than 
beauty” (Middlemarch, v. i, 320).  
 The introduction of Casaubon’s cousin Will Ladislaw erects an unconquerable barrier 
between the Dorothea of the past — who idealizes her husband’s academic rigor — and that of 
the present. Will treats Dorothea with neither excessive sensitivity nor deference. The two 
maintain a high-level conversation about the expressionistic value of art versus writing, and 
Dorothea locates an academic companionship in Will. Dorothea continues, albeit in a more 
subdued manner, to defend Casaubon to others, to reinforce her own logic in devoting herself to 
him as a partner. Exposure to sophisticated dialogue with Will, though, underscores Dorothea’s 
own lack of purpose and her growing disillusionment with her marriage. The presence of the 
sexualized statue of Ariadne, who was believed to be Cleopatra at the time of Middlemarch’s 
publication, also heightens the sensuality of the conversation. Evans Lewes’ narrator writes that 
Dorothea’s interaction with Will stirs “the vague, alarmed consciousness that her life was taking 
on a new form, that she was undergoing a metamorphosis in which memory could not adjust 
itself to the stirring of new organs” (Middlemarch, v. ii, 220).  
 To Casaubon’s dismay, “the young creature who had worshipped him with perfect 
trust” (Middlemarch, v. ii, 115) grows critical of his academic work, and his social negotiation of 
his wife’s presence. Regardless of the library’s alluring qualities, of the promise that she once 
attributed to a partnership with the older and wiser Casaubon, Dorothea’s life falls significantly 
short of the academic exploration she had charted for herself. Early aspirations of sparring 
alongside her husband deteriorate to a primarily secretarial existence, wherein Dorothea files 
forms in the cluttered corners of his library. That very space that once felt a beacon of 
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educational hope shackles Dorothea to a subservient, trivial role. The library is an imposing force 
that elicits skepticism in Dorothea even after the death of her husband. Reviewing her late 
husband’s academic progress, Dorothea considers whether his goal ought to have been to write a 
book in the first place. Without a finished product, Dorothea muses about whether her service as 
secretary and wife made any substantive impact on his career or the broader academic world. 
Would his scholarly achievements — and accordingly, her devotedness to his needs as a wife — 
be rendered pointless without the publication of his scientific and philosophical theses? Though 
tempted to pursue his work, Dorothea seals up “the Synoptical Tabulation for the use of Mrs. 
Casaubon” (Middlemarch, v. ii, 287), inscribing her own doubts about Casaubon’s contribution 
to her life. “I could not use it,” Dorothea writes. “Do you see now that I could not submit my 
soul to yours, by working hopelessly at what I have no belief in — Dorothea?” (Middlemarch, v. 
ii, 287).  
 Casaubon’s death ushers in the most striking stage of Dorothea’s disillusionment, as she 
questions the extent to which marriage actually bears positive consequences. “Our elders are 
hopeful about us” (Middlemarch, v. ii, 298), just as young wives like Dorothea eagerly await 
their husbands and a life of supposed enlightenment. Responding to Celia’s chiding, Dorothea 
remarks caustically that she would not want a husband, that she “only want[s] not to have [her] 
feelings checked at every turn” (Middlemarch, v. iii, 87). Casaubon’s book once inspired images 
of “new vistas,” but his toxic treatment of Dorothea haunts her postmortem. Dorothea 
fundamentally misinterprets Casaubon’s intelligence as providing a safe haven for female 
exploration in a patriarchal world. But Casaubon merely allows Dorothea to trail him, 
delineating the differences between his own higher and more theoretic work, and her 
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administrative aid. Dorothea effectively jumps from one toy-box reality to another. Intellectually 
and socially stymied, Dorothea discovers that her expectations for marriage were unrealistic. She 
is then subjected to the posthumous scheming of her husband, whose will  dictates that if 6
Dorothea marries Will, she forfeits her inheritance.   7
 In their 1979 book The Madwoman in the Attic, Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar cast 
Evans Lewes as an “angel of destruction” in her creation of female characters that subvert male 
realities and expectations (Gilbert and Gubar). Such a claim misperceives the obvious constraints 
placed upon Evans Lewes’ Dorothea, Rosamond, and Celia. Dorothea’s welcome to the 
theoretical world hinges on her ability to remain financially stable without her inheritance. Celia, 
whose husband James does not initially approve of Dorothea’s eventual courtship with Will, can 
only resurrect a relationship with her sister pending her husband’s change of heart. Evans Lewes 
justifies James’ reevaluation of Will, writing “where women love each other, men learn to 
smother their mutual dislike” (Middlemarch, v. iii, 235). But this explanation is altogether too 
dependent on masculine whim to support Gilbert and Gubar’s conception of Evans Lewes as a 
social reformer.  
 Rosamond, though she is at times overlooked for the novel’s protagonist, is the most 
complicated representation of a married yet decisive woman. Her union with a man, who is 
expected to provide for her and sustain her luxurious tastes, is inevitable. When these 
 According to Barbara Leigh Smith’s publication on the “laws concerning women,” women could only make wills 6
for their personal property pending the permission of their husband. “But he may revoke his permission at any time 
before probate (i.e. the exhibiting and proving a will before the Ecclesiastical Judge having jurisdiction over the 
place where the party died” (Smith 5). While Casaubon’s will clearly manipulates Dorothea, Smith’s piece causes 
me to wonder about whether manipulation of women via wills was frequent. 
 Casaubon’s will is an imposing threat to Dorothea’s self-determination, or free will. Embracing the wordplay of the 7
situation, Evans juxtaposes Dorothea’s confined existence with Causabon with the relative freedom or “will” 
afforded by Will Ladislaw. 
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expectations are not met, Rosamond speaks powerfully and without submission. “I think you 
ought to have told me before we were married that you would place me in the worst position, 
rather than give up your will” (Middlemarch, v. iii, 465), she says, addressing her husband’s 
small income as a physician. If marriage could be considered a war, Rosamond puts up a 
formidable defense in protecting her own interests and passions. Beyond her financial concerns, 
Rosamond neglects the advice of her husband, Tertius Lydgate, by riding horseback while she is 
pregnant. In doing so, Rosamond aligns herself with Dorothea’s earlier professed definition of a 
lady, which declares that “every lady ought to be a perfect horsewoman” (Middlemarch, v. i, 27) 
— though Rosamond fails to do so in order to “accompany her husband” (27), as Dorothea had 
imagined. Rosamond suffers considerable strife as a result of her miscarriage and an unfulfilling 
marriage. In spite of this, Rosamond exhibits a decisiveness unparalleled by Evans Lewes’ other 
women — and she believes that for her toleration of Lydgate, she is “reward[ed]” (Middlemarch, 
Finale, 232) with a final marriage to a wealthy physician.  8
The March Towards Marriage in Middlemarch 
 For Middlemarch’s Dorothea, marriage is more a mandate than an opportunity to 
recognize or celebrate love — or to develop herself as a person. Her Middlemarch community 
waits expectantly as Dorothea chooses a husband, who is in turn, responsible for providing a 
family, a stable income, and a measure of protection from external threats. A girl of marriageable 
material, Dorothea is “so handsome and with such prospects” (Middlemarch, v.i, 8), according to 
Mr. Brooke. The question of her eligibility, he concludes, depends not on the likelihood she 
 This occurs after Lydgate’s death, according to Middlemarch’s narrator in the Finale. 8
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receives  a proposal but on “her love of extremes, and her insistence on regulating life according 
to notions which might cause a wary man to hesitate before he made her an offer” (Middlemarch, 
v. i, 8). Mr. Brooke worries that Dorothea’s preference for greatness could feasibly derail the 
logistics of a marriage proposal. But it is crucial to note that even the most rebellious, 
intellectually curious of women end the novel with husbands. Hence, Evans Lewes’ 
understanding of a progressive or a “new woman” cannot be represented in the absence of 
traditional relationships.  
 When Dorothea accepts Casaubon’s proposal of marriage, she readily acknowledges 
others’ surprise at her decision — one that would have also realistically reduced her ability to 
bear children. Bessie R. Belloc encapsulates objections to Dorothea’s first marriage, writing in 
1894 that it was “foolish and dangerous” (5) for Dorothea to marry “for pity, or for usefulness, or 
religion” (5), or even for financial stability. According to Belloc, Dorothea endangers herself, for 
the decision “to marry that you may help a man to finish a big book, even were it the all-
embracing Code Napoleon, seems to [her] to be an inconceivable reason” (5). Neither Celia nor 
Mr. Brooke adequately impresses these concerns upon Dorothea, though, and her marriage 
proceeds as intended.  
 In marrying Casaubon, Dorothea could not care less if they attend teas or reunions — but 
she firmly believes in her wifely duty to contribute to her husband’s studies and to provide 
logistical support for their daily life. In exchange, Dorothea finds a stable home in Lowick, 
where she is served by a household staff and has access to the basic necessities and a library full 
of intellectual possibilities. Her relationship with Casaubon is hardly ideal from a modern 
RISINGER !22
perspective, but Dorothea’s life is at least shielded temporarily from the economic threats that 
ravaged Lydgate and Rosamond’s marriage.  
 Even in relationships that teeter on perfection, marriage confines as easily as it comforts. 
In an early interaction with Will, Dorothea asks for a definition of his religion — to which he 
replies, “to love what is good and beautiful when [he] see[s] it” (Middlemarch, v. i, 76).  Will 
presents an unattainable standard for Dorothea during and immediately after her marriage to 
Casaubon. Will’s romanticism strikes readers as unrealistic, given Evans Lewes’ illustration of 
marriage taking on an oppressive or “tumult[uous]” (Middlemarch, v. i, 283) quality. Casaubon 
accentuates this very notion of tumult in his rationale for restricting Dorothea’s future marriages 
in his will. Given her “Quixotic enthusiasm” (Middlemarch, v. ii, 119), Casaubon predicts suitors 
with “personal animosity towards [him]” (Middlemarch, v. ii, 119) might take advantage of his 
widow.  9
 Dorothea’s ultimate marriage to Will, despite the financial ramifications of the union, 
could support a vision of marriage for love’s sake — rather than for social climbing or familial 
stability. Without resentment towards Casaubon’s financial shackles, Dorothea and Will “were 
bound to each other by a love stronger than any impulses which could have marred 
it” (Middlemarch, v. iii, 233). Fred Vincy, too, nurtures love and marriage with the pragmatic 
Marry Garth, who ultimately accepts his proposal after he finds a profession and enhances his 
prospects as a husband.  
 Frankly, I remain puzzled that such an unconventional plot was not publicly disgraced, as were unconventional 9
relationships. My only explanation, though, is that in the male-centric culture, Casaubon’s manipulation of his wife 
through a will was deemed acceptable.
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 Studying the example of Lydgate and Rosamond, readers find that relationships founded 
upon love are no less prone to weathering than their alternatives. Lydgate pleads for his wife to 
remember they “married because [they] loved each other” (Middlemarch, v. iii, 449). He hopes 
love “may help [them] to pull along till things get better” (Middlemarch, v. iii, 449), but this is a 
fruitless enterprise. While their marriage remains legally intact, Rosamond and Lydgate’s union 
is forever changed. Rosamond lives out her last years without the true companionship of her 
husband, as she nurses the wounds left by Will’s forceful rejection of her love. As Will defends 
his undying devotion for Dorothea, Rosamond confronts the unsettling realization that their 
relationship can no longer offer emotional refuge or fulfillment. Evans Lewes’ narrator describes 
the shattering of Rosamond’s confidence in Will, saying “her little world was in ruins, and she 
felt herself tottering in the midst as a lonely bewildered consciousness” (Middlemarch, v. iii, 
151). Rosamond’s devastation peaks after Lydgate’s return, as he asks, “My poor Rosamond! has 
something agitated you?” (Middlemarch, v. iii, 152). Evans Lewes calls for the reader’s 
sympathies for “poor Rosamond” (Middlemarch, v. iii, 152), whose years become defined by a 
failed marriage and blighted lust for Will.  
Evans Lewes’ unconventional relationship with marriage  
 For Marian Evans Lewes — as is the case for her protagonist Dorothea Brooke in 
Middlemarch — marriage can feel transactional, an investment in a future and a mutual 
exchange of resources. In a letter to her friend Miss Lewis, years before her marriage to GHL, 
Evans Lewes writes in August 1838 that she “can only sigh for those who are multiplying earthly 
ties which, though powerful enough to detach their hearts and thoughts from heaven, are so 
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brittle as to be liable to be snapped asunder at every breeze” (Letters, v. i, 29). For the next seven 
years, Evans Lewes considered marriage’s vulnerabilities at length, casting doubt on whether it is 
a productive tradition. In an 1845 letter to her companions from school, Evans Lewes asks “what 
should [they] say to [her] becoming a wife” (“Books and Authors”). Rather than solicit feedback, 
Evans Lewes wonders whether friends would feel obliged “to ascertain the name of the rash man 
that [they] might warn him from putting on such a matrimonial hair-shirt” (“Books and 
Authors”). Though she employs a joking tone, Evans Lewes exhibits an understanding that 
marriage often elicits commentary from family and friends.  
 In her mid-thirties, Evans Lewes and GHL embarked on a trip to Germany, an 
unconventional yet meaningful sign of their commitment to one another. An intellectual and an 
active contributor to the scientific community, GHL was legally married to Agnes Jervis, his first 
wife and the mother of his children. Though GHL and Jervis had emotionally and physically 
separated from each other — after the birth of Agnes’ child with another man — securing a legal 
divorce before the Matrimonial Causes Act of 1857 would have been unlikely and extremely 
costly.  Thus, Evans Lewes and GHL’s relationship flourished in private while it remained 10
shrouded under social disapproval. By 1857, Evans Lewes’ brother Isaac had cut off contact with 
his sister out of frustration about her illicit relationship. Isaac would not communicate with 
Evans Lewes until after GHL’s death and her legal marriage to John Walter Cross. Isaac writes 
his congratulations to Evans Lewes, then in her sixties, in 1880, saying he has “much pleasure in 
awaking [himself] of the present opportunity to break this long silence” (Evans). The letter is an 
 In “A brief summary in plain language of the most important laws concerning women: together with a few 10
observations thereon” (1856), Barbara Leigh Smith indicates that divorces could cost anything between six and 
seven hundred pounds — “mak[ing] the possibility of release from the matrimonial bond a privilege of the rich” (6). 
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intriguing representation of the siblings’ relationship, wherein Isaac feels he ought to be admired 
for breaking the very silence that he initiated years before. Evans Lewes’ diary shows few 
mentions of Isaac, leaving the day-to-day status of their childhood relationships to be inferred 
from the treatment of Maggie and Tom in The Mill on the Floss.  
 In a letter to Charles Bray, Evans Lewes acknowledges myths circulating over her union 
with GHL as being “in addition to the truth, which of itself would be thought matter for 
scandal” (Bodenheimer 93). Despite vocal social commentators, Evans Lewes does not fear 
criticism “except as [myths] may cause pain to [her] real friends” (Bodenheimer 93), like Bray. 
Her letter advises Bray to respond to misinterpreted information by “do[ing] [her] the justice to 
believe that [they are] false” (Bodenheimer 93). This being said, Evans Lewes did not enter a 
romantic partnership with GHL without a full understanding of the social consequences. As 
Dorothea is prepared to sacrifice her reputation for love, come the end of Middlemarch, Evans 
Lewes accepts GHL and shoulders the brunt of her society’s disapproval “without irritation or 
bitterness”  (Bodenheimer 85). Evans Lewes promises to preserve her relationship with Bray 11
even if he deems her romantic choices to be inappropriate or foolish.  
 Though her partnership with GHL lacked legal status, Evans Lewes defended their 
relationship in correspondence with Mrs. Bray. She affirms in a letter dated September 4, 1855 
(Letters, v. i, 236) that she could not accept “light and easily broken ties” in theory or practice. 
“Women who are satisfied with such ties do not act as [she has] done” (Letters, v. i, 236), Evans 
Lewes writes. This commitment appears well-documented, as Evans Lewes actively participated 
in and held influence on her partnership with GHL. Evans Lewes cared for his health, treated his 
 Evans Lewes writes this in a letter, dated October 15, 1854, to John Chapman. See Bodenheimer pp. 85.11
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children like her own, and took it upon herself to contribute to and complete sections of his 
academic work. Emblematic of her devotion to GHL was Evans Lewes’ prioritization of her 
partner’s work over her own — particularly when he was too ill to “put pen to paper for a 
month” (Letters, v. i, 231) . Evans Lewes’ diary, preserved by the Beinecke Rare Book & 12
Manuscript Library at Yale University, shines a light on Evans Lewes’ academic admiration of 
her partner. In one entry, she records that she “occupied the whole morning investigating dates of 
[her] darling’s earliest work, owing to something mentioned by Sir James” (George Eliot’s 
Diary, Feb. 7, 1879). A day later, she remembers that she “read [her] darling’s first article on 
Goethe,” another of the many indications that Evans Lewes was fascinated by and supportive of 
her partner’s work.  
 Evans Lewes’ irregular experience with marriage and romance transcends that of her 
female protagonists. In her partnership with GHL, Evans Lewes fulfilled many expectations that 
were traditionally associated with a wife. She was attentive to the family’s emotional health and 
well-being — evidenced by an 1871 letter to Sara Sophia Hennell recounting the saddening 
death of GHL’s mother.  As defined, albeit sarcastically, in the Victorian magazine Punch, “the 13
MODEL MOTHER defends her children. Their defects are beauties in her eyes: their very faults 
are dear to her. They can do no wrong. If any breakage takes place, it wasn’t the child’s fault; she 
tells you she’s only to blame” (Punch 51). It is difficult to assess whether this wholly 
encapsulated Evans Lewes’ treatment of her adopted children. But her pledge to continue to 
financially support the Lewes family in a letter to her friend Madame Bodichon (nee Barbara 
 Evans Lewes writes of GHL’s illness in an April 18, 1854 letter to Mrs. Bray — wherein she describes herself 12
being “overdone with the week’s work” (Letters, v. i, 231).
 In a journal entry, Evans Lewes records the following about GHL’s mother: George's mother died this morning 13
quite peacefully as she sat in her chair (Letters, v. iii, 91).
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Leigh Smith) was significant. “The change in my position,” she wrote, referring to her marriage 
to J.W. Cross, “will make no change for Mr. Lewes’ family; and in the ultimate disposition of my 
property” (Letters, v. iii, 283). Cross had made his own fortune, and Evans Lewes’ sense of 
familial obligation went beyond the years of GHL’s life.  
 Evans Lewes expresses her ideology on marriage throughout her anonymous reviews, 
which were published by The Leader and The Westminster Review. In one such piece, Evans 
Lewes reviews Thomas Keightley’s An Account on the Life, Opinions, and Writings of John 
Milton: With an Introduction to “Paradise Lost” — a piece that includes discussion of marriage. 
Within her review, Evans Lewes defends Milton’s opinion on divorce and “praises Caroline 
Norton’s public account of her husband’s abuse and her stance against the injustice of married 
women’s lack of legal status” (Williams 105). Milton, as Keightley summarizes, “commences by 
asserting the lawfulness of polygamy, as having been practised by the holy men of old, as 
Abraham, Jacob, David, with the approbation of God, who even ‘in an allegorical fiction’ (Ezek. 
xxiii. 4) ‘represents himself as having espoused two wives, Aholah and Aholibah’” (Keightley 
180). From there, Milton shares a similar viewpoint to that conveyed in Evans Lewes’ letters, 
which is that “‘they two shall be one flesh’ does not imply that marriage is absolutely 
indissoluble, but only that it ought not to be lightly dissolved” (Keightley 184).  
 In a second piece for The Westminster Review, Evans Lewes implicitly compares Milton’s 
dedication to fatherhood with GHL’s. Wendy Williams, author of George Eliot, poetess, argues 
that this allowed Evans Lewes to “condo[ne] divorce without drawing public attention to her 
own situation” (Williams 94) or romantic partnerships. Evans Lewes’ attitude on marriage seeps 
into her literature abstractly in Middlemarch and The Mill on the Floss. To Middlemarch’s 
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narrator, after marriage comes the “irremediable loss of that complete union which makes the 
advancing years a climax” (Middlemarch, v.iii, 227). Evans Lewes’ narrator further describes 
some people’s folly in “set[ting] out, like Crusaders of old, with a glorious equipment of hope 
and enthusiasm”  before being “broken by the way, wanting patience with each other and the 
world” (Middlemarch, v.iii, 227).  
 Evans Lewes’ poem “How Lisa Loved the King” comments on marriage most 
provocatively of all her works — though it is a piece that is often overlooked in analysis of her 
literature. Evans Lewes wrote the poem, an adaptation of Boccaccio’s The Decameron, in 1869, 
the same year in which she also began the manuscript of Middlemarch. Lisa, the subject of the 
poem, is “impregnat[ed] with supernal desire” (“How Lisa Loved the King”), fixated on 
attaining the love of the King. Instead, she finds herself arranged to be married to Perdicone , in 14
awe “that any man had ever pined/ For such a little simple maid as she” (“How Lisa Loved the 
King”). From a Victorian mindset, Lisa abides faithfully to expectations of female subservience 
and the suppression of her sexuality. The King, for whom Lisa’s “selfish” heart beats, takes on a 
role of hero and object of Lisa’s affection: “some hero noble, beauteous, great,/ Who would live 
stories worthy to narrate” (“How Lisa Loved the King”). Yet, as Williams indicates, Evans 
Lewes’ poetic voice ascribes “heroic language” and action to Lisa, whose passion for the king 
cannot be suppressed without consequence (“Sexual Politics” 3) . The poem continues, saying 15
Lisa “longs for death alone — death is her choice;/ Death is the king who never did think scorn,/ 
 Williams writes that “Perdicone” comes from the Italian word perdita, which translates to “lost” (12). Considering 14
that Perdicone is presented as the inferior partner to the king, Lisa’s marriage seems to signify a loss of agency and 
desire. 
 I’ll be referring to Wendy William’s 2004 article (“Sexual Politics and the Poetess: George Eliot on Marriage in 15
“How Lisa Loved the King””) by the citation “Sexual Politics” in order to distinguish it from her novel. 
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But rescues every meanest soul to sorrow born” (“How Lisa Loved the King”). Living without a 
true mate, according to the poem’s narrator, transforms a woman “From beauteous maiden, [to] 
become a matron true” (“How Lisa Loved the King”). 
 Despite her inability to marry the King, Lisa plays a prominent role in a story that might 
have otherwise been dominated by a male hero. Williams elucidates the importance of Lisa’s 
agency, “thus situating the reader to feel disappointed when she ends up in a loveless arranged 
marriage” (“Sexual Politics” 4).  Unlike Middlemarch, which concludes in a series of marriages 
— most superior to those that originated the story — “How Lisa Loved the King” depicts Lisa’s 
ultimate obedience to the King and to her arranged marriage (“Sexual Politics” 7). Williams 
asserts that this “tale of simple, feminine piety actually challenges nineteenth-century marriage 
practices and exposes the problem of women’s limited choices in society” (“Sexual Politics” 2). 
By evoking the reader’s sympathies so successfully, I believe Evans Lewes’ poetic voice conveys 
a truth more unconventional than that gleaned from her novels. In Middlemarch, Dorothea 
expresses, perhaps facetiously, her desire to remain unmarried. But as Lisa’s “innocent 
secret” (“How Lisa Loved the King”) develops into the conclusion that she might rather be a 
“matron true” than married to Perdicone, Evans Lewes’ poetic voice approaches female 
autonomy as attainable. Evans Lewes charges the reader to identify the impacts of patriarchal 
marriage, as her narrator emboldens Lisa with distinct thoughts and frustrations with marriage.  
 Evans Lewes did not necessarily envision “How Lisa Loved the King” as a published 
work, as she did her novels. In fact, in a letter to John Blackwood, she implies her initial 
disregard of or disinterest in the poem’s publication. Evans Lewes, instead, expresses gratitude 
that Blackwood enjoyed the poem and the story that so fascinated her. The piece, she explains, 
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was created “simply with the longing to fulfill an old intention, and with no distinct thought of 
printing” (Williams 94). Without much additional discussion of the poem in Evans Lewes’ diary 
or correspondence, it is difficult to assert that it was the freedom from publication that 
encouraged Evans Lewes to make controversial claims. But I do subscribe to Williams’ alternate 
explanation, which distinguishes between Evans Lewes’ roles as “poetess” and author (“Sexual 
Politics” 10). “Had [Evans Lewes] expressed unconventional views on marriage in her widely-
read novels, she might have brought attention to herself and her own lifestyle” (“Sexual Politics 
10), already a source of tension in the author’s life. In contrast, poetry provided a venue to make 
allegorical or otherwise abstracted claims that “appea[red] to promote middle-class values while 
interrogating the claims of patriarchal marriage” (“Sexual Politics” 10).  Written under the guise 
of Victorian convention, Evans Lewes’ “How Lisa Loved the King” surely appealed to 
progressive perspectives on marriage.  
II. Impacts of the men in Evans Lewes’ life are overblown, distort her legacy 
 By the late 1870s, Marian Evans Lewes had lived multiple lives, all attributable to 
different names. To the adoring fans who worshipped her works as “second Bibles” (Wah 371), 
the author was defined by her nom de plume, George Eliot. Her novels represented a Victorian 
culture in which readers likely identified themselves, friends, and neighbors. Embracing a 
different name altogether, though, the author signed her personal correspondence with variations 
of “Your loving Marian” (“George Eliot: Her Life and Writings” 172), or Marian Evans Lewes. 
For her estranged brother Isaac, alternatively, only the Evans and Cross names were valid, given 
their legal status. While these titular details are technically minute, they are demonstrative of the 
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tension created by recounting the singular life of George Eliot — without understanding the 
complexities of the life of Marian Evans Lewes or Mrs. Cross .  16
 Even a superficial understanding of Evans Lewes’ many personal and professional titles 
underscores the persistent influence of men and romantic engagement on her personal identity. 
But I aim not to argue about the extent to which Evans Lewes felt loved or fulfilled by her years-
long partnership with GHL or her short marriage to John Walter Cross. It’s my place as a critic, 
instead, to analyze Evans Lewes’ romantic entanglements as they are relevant to the author’s 
development and her literary reception.  
 Other critics including scholar and professor Gordon S. Haight — who wrote the 
definitive biography on George Eliot and produced critical editions of her novels — theorize 
about Evans Lewes’ sexuality, her gender performance.  But I will take a different approach, 17
considering the implications of reading Evans Lewes’ experiences and literature through the 
lenses of her interactions with GHL and Cross.  
Life with George Henry Lewes 
 To the biographer and widowed husband of Evans Lewes, “the most important event in 
George Eliot’s life” (“George Eliot’s Life” in Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library) was 
her introduction to GHL. Cross defends his biographical work, which was extensively reviewed 
 After her marriage to John Walter Cross, Evans Lewes is referred to as Mrs. Cross (partly in an effort to 16
avoid hyphenating her already confusing title). 
 Haight’s interest is evident in his correspondence with academic Frank Miles, who goes to particular 17
lengths in order to describe Evans Lewes’ attraction to men as being communicated through praise of 
their voice. Within Adam Bede, Evans Lewes “actually equates ‘beauty of a lovely woman’ to a beautiful 
voice,” Miles explains. This celebration of voice carries over to Lewes’ personal correspondence, too — 
where she admits “[George Henry] Lewes was not handsome; but he sang charmingly” (Miles). 
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in publications in the 1880s, as having largely emanated from his wife’s own thoughts and 
personal correspondences. But the presentation of GHL’s influence on Evans Lewes’ life 
required definite value judgments, underlining the authorial bias that Cross denied in reflection 
on Letters.  
 Cross’ depiction of his wife’s admiration for GHL does not entirely miss the mark, as 
Evans Lewes liberally praised her longtime partner — for whom she wittingly defied and 
disregarded social norms. As discussed in my literary analysis of Middlemarch and The Mill on 
the Floss, Evans Lewes boldly accepted the consequences of living out-of-wedlock and without 
the blessing of religious and social structures. She took pains to care for GHL’s health and 
happiness. Writing to friend Sara Hennell — just six days prior to her partner’s death — Evans 
Lewes expresses her sorrows: “For the last week I have been in deep trouble,” she wrote, 
referring to GHL’s dangerous illness (Letters in Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library, 
November 24, 1878). GHL’s death does not relieve Evans Lewes’ feelings of love or of familial 
responsibility to defend and celebrate his professional legacy. In December of the following year, 
Evans Lewes expresses general criticism for the genre of biographies, calling them “a disease of 
English literature” (Collins 166) for their inappropriate tendencies to guess, to fill the gaps of any 
subject’s life in order to depict a more coherent story. This letter, written to Mrs. Trollope, carves 
a special place for the existence of one article by Dr. Haller, which was presumably sent to Evans 
Lewes by Trollope in an earlier correspondence (Haight 230).  18
 “A just appreciation of my husband’s work from a competent person is what I am most athirst for” (Collins 153), 18
Evans Lewes writes in a letter to Trollope. Her response to Dr. Haller’s commentary on Lewes indicates that she 
believed he had upheld her expectations for a biographical piece or an obituary.
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 Evans Lewes’ personal devotion to GHL bled into his professional career, as she 
frequently describes her proofreading and discussion of her partner’s academic work. In a March 
1872 letter to Sara Hennell, Evans Lewes details her “reading Mr. Lewes’s manuscript which has 
been accumulating “fast?? Fast Day” (George Eliot’s Diary, Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript 
Library). She often prioritizes conversation about GHL’s works, mentioning her own 
manuscripts, Middlemarch or Daniel Deronda, as side projects that deserve lesser attention. 
Evans Lewes’ self-deprecation was confounding to friends of the family like Bessie R. Belloc, 
who wondered in 1894 why she “should have idealized and finally almost worshipped Mr. 
Lewes” (Belloc 9). To Belloc, whose father routinely hosted salon-like social engagements, 
understanding Evans Lewes’ relationship to GHL was “one of those problems before which those 
who know the inner wheels of London life in the Fifties may well stand confounded” (9). 
Though records of personal correspondence show Evans Lewes discussed philosophy and 
literature with a small circle of others, Gordon Haight writes in the 1950 edition of The Yale 
University Library Gazette that Evans Lewes was wholly devoted to the completion of GHL’s 
Problems of Life and Mind — and that “aside from her family and the doctors she would see no 
one” (“Cross’s Biography of George Eliot” 3) .  19
 Evans Lewes’ diary, from an archival standpoint, represents a crucial cross-section of her 
interest in GHL’s research during his lifetime, too. Auguste Comte, who was lauded by GHL, is 
regularly marked as an author that Evans Lewes has read or should read. Evidence also suggests 
that Evans Lewes researched medicine, discussing it with GHL in order to write about the 
 See The Yale University Library Gazette, vol. 25, no. 1.19
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medical profession.  Scholar Alice Kaminsky, writing in 1955, elaborates on Evans Lewes’ 20
medical acumen, explaining that GHL “taught her the physiology of the brain in Prague to 
familiarize her with some form of medical investigation needed in connection” (Kaminsky 1012) 
with her creation of Middlemarch’s Tertius Lydgate. Writing in 1856, Barbara Leigh Smith 
conveys medicine and law as fields that exclude women — the disciplines “whether or not 
closed by law, [were] closed in fact” (Smith 2). Acknowledging this gender dynamic, I partially 
understand Kaminsky’s inclination to associate men with scientific or medical opportunities. In 
proofreading and editing GHL’s academic works, Evans Lewes undoubtedly engaged with 
scientific theories and philosophy — but it is impossible to rule out the possibility that she would 
have found an entree into the scientific world otherwise.  21
 Kaminsky, in “George Eliot, George Henry Lewes, and the Novel,” argues that GHL 
“deserves recognition as the primary influence in aiding George Eliot to formulate her theory of 
the novel with its inimitable blend of psychological realism and philosophic substance” (1013). 
GHL deemed the necessary toolkit of a novelist to be comprised of “perception of character and 
power of delineating it; picturesqueness; passion; and knowledge of life (Fraser’s Magazine, 
XXXV, 691)” (Kaminsky 1003). Identifying what might have been the only public comment 
GHL ever made regarding George Eliot’s literary works, Kaminsky includes an excerpt of GHL’s 
from Blackwood’s Magazine. “Mr. George Eliot [is] a writer who seems to us inferior to Miss 
Austen in the art of telling a story, and generally in what we have called the ‘economy of art’; but 
 If this is any indication of the health of a male-dominated, medical profession in Victorian society, the underlying 20
messages are certainly not positive. 
 Notes in Evans Lewes’ diary further indicate her own consideration of the scientific theories. I’d argue that she did 21
not read Comte or other philosophers for the sole purpose of providing feedback to GHL. Her continued interest in 
GHL’s research after his death supports this notion, as well. 
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equal in truthfulness, dramatic ventriloquism, and humour, and greatly superior in culture, reach 
of mind, and depth of emotional sensibility (Blackwood’s Magazine., LXXXVI, 
104)” (Kaminsky 1005). Kaminsky, convinced of GHL’s guiding influence, emphasizes that 
works like “Silly Novels by Lady Novelists,” written and attributed to George Eliot, found their 
provenance in the ideas of GHL.   22
 However, my analysis aligns more closely with an argument featured in The Academy in 
March of 1890, which discounts interpretations of Evans Lewes that attribute her writing style to 
her partner’s ideas or voice. “Most careful readers and sensible people will agree with Mr. Oscar 
Browning that to attribute to the influence of [George Henry] Lewes what has been called the 
‘scientific depravation’ of her later style is altogether unfair,” article author James Ashcroft 
Noble asserts, noting that Evans Lewes’ first published article “begins with a scientific 
metaphor” (Noble 179).  Evans Lewes molds her scientifically-inclined characters with an 23
incredible precision and pragmatism — leaving me skeptical of any explanation of her work that 
primarily credits the scientific understanding of GHL.  
 GHL was by no means the only, and perhaps not even the most influential, man of letters 
or science with whom Evans Lewes interacted. In an obituary on January 29, 1885, Daily News 
reminds readers of Evans Lewes’ “introduction to the coterie of advanced thinkers at the house of 
Mr. Chapman,” as well as to Mr. Herbert Spencer (Daily News in Beinecke Rare Book & 
 At Evans Lewes’ request, GHL wrote “an agreeable article on Lady Novelists (Cross, I, 230)” (Kaminsky 1005) 22
for the Westminster Review — as Evans Lewes describes it in a letter to Sara Hennell in 1852. This article is distinct 
from Evans Lewes’ later essay on “lady novelists.” 
 I understand “scientific depravation” to mean that Evans Lewes’ prose was direct and avoided circumlocution. 23
Other reviews refer to her writing style as being “clinical,” contributing to this conception of Evans Lewes as a 
pragmatic and logical author. 
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Manuscript Library). These men were among a small but influential cohort of scholars and 
publishers with whom Evans Lewes shared her work and developed her own literary philosophy.  
 Critics who allow for Evans Lewes’ womanhood — as opposed to those who distance her 
from sex or identify her academic drive as masculine — achieve such a viewpoint by 
highlighting GHL’s influence on the development of a “masculine” writing style. By crediting 
GHL for editing or inspiration, these critics assert that GHL’s partnership afforded Evans Lewes 
the opportunity to tackle heavier, male-oriented subjects like finances, death, and religion in her 
literary works. Wah characterizes such a public opinion as being rooted in a desire for harmony 
and in response to social expectations (385). “Attempt[ing] to diffuse the ‘threat’ unleashed by 
Eliot’s example by stressing her femininity, or transferring responsibility for her unconventional 
life onto the shoulders of her partner, Lewes” (Wah 385), critics force Evan Lewes’ work into 
established gender molds. In doing so, these critics and readers effectively strip Evans Lewes of 
her own authorial agency, as well as discredit her personal fascination with science and the 
intersections between philosophy and fiction-writing.  
Interpreting Evans Lewes’ life through the lens of John Cross 
 John Walter Cross, who would become Evans Lewes’ first legal husband, entered her life 
in April of 1869 — years before the 1878 death of GHL (Ellmann 32). Traveling with GHL in 
Rome, Evans Lewes arranged to meet Mrs. Cross and her son and daughter. “They were invited 
on 18 April to visit the Leweses in their rooms at the Hotel Minerva – the same hotel they had 
stayed at on their first Roman visit in 1860” (Ellmann 32). After that first meeting, Cross and 
Evans Lewes maintained an intellectual friendship, one affirmed by an August 1878 letter from 
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Evans Lewes. Like a dutiful wife, Evans Lewes notes that GHL “continues to show improvement 
in health, so that the balance of good is not much altered by [her] deficit” (Letters, v. iii, 240). 
Despite Evans Lewes’ clear interest in Cross, which might have transcended that of a platonic 
relationship, Evans Lewes was careful to distance herself from him after GHL’s death. Writing 
Cross in January 1879 as a newly-widowed woman, Evans Lewes clarified that when “[she] said 
‘sometime’ [she] meant still a distant time” would be most appropriate for them to meet. She 
wrote that she needed to “live a little time that [she] may do certain things for [GHL’s] 
sake” (Letters, v. iii, 250), almost her own equivalent of sitting shiva in the Jewish faith.  
 By February of 1879, Evans Lewes had begun to openly request the affection and support 
of Cross, among other close friends. Though “even now, [she has] a longing” (Letters, v. iii, 
251), Evans Lewes wrote that she hoped to meet with Cross in several weeks — her desire for 
interaction having been “immediately counteracted by a fear” (Letters, v. iii, 251). After several 
months of profound mourning, the prospect of happiness with another man intimidated the 
newly-widowed Evans Lewes.  
 Twenty-two years his senior, Evans Lewes  accepted Cross’ ultimate proposal for 24
marriage at the age of 61. Beyond gaining a husband, Evans Lewes likely discovered a changed 
family dynamic. She continued to honor her familial connection and sense of responsibility for 
the well-being of GHL’s children. This bond appeared to be reciprocal, as Charles Lewes, GHL’s 
son, gave his adopted mother away at her marriage ceremony on May 6, 1880 (Letters, v. iii, 
283). Evans Lewes found support from the Cross siblings, as well. She writes to her sister-in-law 
 While Marian Evans Lewes was later identified as “Mrs. Cross” by The Times and other news 24
organizations, I will continue to refer to her by her three-part name in an effort to distinguish between 
Mrs. Cross (John Walter Cross’ mother) and his wife. 
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in April of 1880 that “without [her] tenderness [she does] not believe it would have been possible 
for [her] to accept this wonderful renewal of [her] life” (Letters, v. iii, 279). Evans Lewes 
remarks on “how sweet the name sister is to [her], that [she has] not been called by for so many, 
many years” (Letters, v. iii, 279).  
 A month later, Evans Lewes received a letter from her brother Isaac, who had shunned 
her for her decision to live out of wedlock with GHL and his children. Expressing his 
congratulations, Isaac wrote that he had “much pleasure” in contacting his sister. Nine days later 
on May 26, 1880, Evans Lewes responded . The Cross family, she assured Isaac, had welcomed 25
her warmly into their family, after having known her for eleven years (Letters, v. iii, 287). “The 
only point to be regretted in [their] marriage is that [she was] much older than he” (Letters, v. iii, 
287), Evans Lewes writes. But their age differential could not overcome “this lot of caring for 
[her] rather than any other of the various lots open to him” (Letters, v. iii, 287) — and so the two 
were married.  
 Cross’ marriage to Evans Lewes was significantly shorter-lived than his family’s 
relationship with the GHL-Evans Lewes couple. Cross and Evans Lewes were married for less 
than a year, ending with Evans Lewes’ death on December 22, 1880. From personal 
correspondence included in Cross’ biography of Evans Lewes’ life, their marriage appeared 
loving and brimming with travel. Evans Lewes’ letters to her adopted son Charles painted a 
picture of marriage predicated on caring for one another medically and emotionally. And thus, it 
 I’m personally fascinated by Evans Lewes’ seeming need to respond to Isaac — and I wonder how it might alter 25
interpretations of the author that describe her as radically unconventional. To me, her response is yet another 
indication that Evans Lewes’ still actively considered norms for respectable correspondence and had not dismissed 
the prospect of her brother’s eventual approval. 
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seems fair to assume that both Cross and Evans Lewes learned significant amounts about each 
other, shared intimate moments and details.  
 Nevertheless, Cross mischaracterizes his account of Evans Lewes’ life — published 
under the title George Eliot’s Life as related in her Letters and Journals. Arranged and edited by 
her husband J.W. Cross — as an autobiography. “The life has been allowed to write itself in 
extracts from her letters and journals,” Cross writes in the preface to his book (Letters). By 
incorporating direct excerpts from Evans Lewes’ personal correspondence and occasional journal 
entries, Cross markets the book as being “free from the obtrusion of any mind but [Evans 
Lewes’] own” (Letters). 
 Cross’ assertion is inherently flawed. As any archivist can attest, the presentation of a 
subject matter can change drastically depending upon the sources referenced and the emphasis 
ascribed to each. Cross admits that he sifted through the source material available to him, and 
that “each letter ha[d] been pruned of everything that seemed to [him] irrelevant to [his] purpose 
— of everything that [he] thought [his] wife would have wished to be omitted” (Wah 378). Such 
a statement walks a dangerous line, as it asserts Cross’ seeming belief that he can speak 
definitively on Evans Lewes’ behalf. As a de facto editor and evaluator of his wife’s journal and 
letters, Cross accepts a role that transcends the definition of an autobiography and incorporates 
editorial judgment and bias.  
 Reading through Evans Lewes’ journal and transcripts of her letters at the Beinecke Rare 
Book & Manuscript Library at Yale University, I began to notice certain circumstances were 
excluded from Cross’ “autobiography.” Some of these instances seem like relatively harmless 
redactions — but they all serve to present an image of Evans Lewes that is ultimately 
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incomplete. For instance, Lewes’ 1871 diary lists numerous accounts of “headache & 
sickness” (George Eliot’s Diary, December 8, 1871), of reading passages of GHL’s work, and 
visits with friends that go underrepresented in Cross’ George Eliot’s Life. Wah makes a similar 
observation, detailing that passages in “intimate settings” (377) or those with extensive mention 
of GHL were omitted. More striking is the omission of a controversial sentence in a letter to 
Miss Lewis in 1839, wherein Evans Lewes admits that she “shall carry to [her] grave the mental 
diseases with which they have contaminated [her]” (Ellmann 27). The altered letter, as Haight 
flags, exemplifies Cross’ eye as an editor and a preserver of his wife’s public image. Though 
Haight “advises against taking [Evans Lewes’ statement above] seriously” (Ellmann 27), 
evidently Cross found it to be problematic enough to be redacted. If Evans Lewes’ commentary 
about taking diseases to the grave ought to be analyzed for meaning, “then she is declaring that 
she has been contaminated by novels which have aroused in her erotic fantasies, as opposed to 
the merely megalomaniac ones of childhood” (Ellmann 27), Haight explains. Given Cross’ 
seeming desire to portray his wife in only the most positive and innocent terms, it is logical he 
chose to eliminate a sentence that might have challenged such a reputation.  
 From this perspective, I agree with Wah’s analysis that “George Eliot’s Life represents 
Cross’ effort to preserve Eliot’s high professional reputation by emphasizing her distance from 
celebrity culture and her status as a female sage” (370). Passages included in Letters  that 26
construct an identity for Evans Lewes that exceeds her mortal life as an author, and her 
witticisms — as Wah also notes — are unfortunately few and far between. Cross “dextrously 
edits Eliot’s words in the Life as to expunge anything that might lend itself to extraction as a 
 Wah refers to Letters by a different abbreviation: “George Eliot’s Life.”26
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‘saying’ or quote by Eliot” (Wah 379). Evans Lewes’ humor radiates through her letters, but lines 
like “My hair is falling off; by next April I shall be quite bald and without money to buy a 
wig” (“Cross’s Biography of George Eliot” 6) are excluded from Cross’ representation of his 
wife. At another moment, Haight describes Evans Lewes remarking that she “would have rather 
lost one of [her] toes” (6), and he implies that Cross was either made uncomfortable or frustrated 
by his wife’s departure from her reputation as the Victorian Sibyl. Even the decision to title the 
work “George Eliot’s Life” distances the living Marian Evans Lewes from the “Eliot” persona 
referenced by readers of her literary works.  
 Evans Lewes was exceedingly opinionated about the value differentials between 
autobiography, biography, and memoir. Responding to Harriet Martineau’s Autobiography, she 
claimed that “autobiography at least saves a man or woman that the world is curious about from 
the publication of a string of mistakes called ‘Memoirs’” (“Cross’s Biography of George Eliot” 
4). From this standpoint, Evans Lewes might have preferred Cross’ so-called autobiography to 
what she saw as lackluster biographies and obituaries of GHL — and she would have likely 
appreciated the extended discussion of her literary contributions. Still, as the Athenaeum wrote in 
February 1885, Cross’ curation of his wife’s life and letters causes the biography to “[read] more 
like ‘the record of a savant than of a literary artist’” (Wah 176). By sanitizing or eliminating so 
many human elements of Evans Lewes’ in Letters, Cross accomplishes two things: 1) he avoids 
justification of his wife’s out-of-wedlock relationship with GHL; and 2) he depicts Evans Lewes 
in a moralistic and impersonal manner. While Cross’ compilation of his wife’s letters is 
fascinating, I found his description of the final work to be off-putting. Cross’ comfort in 
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recounting his wife’s life, as she supposedly would have wanted it told, after less than a year of 
marriage is a challenging notion to accept. 
 It is relevant to note that biographies, as a genre, do not require first-hand knowledge of 
the subject. Plenty of impressive biographies have been written about authors without 
biographers ever having been exposed to private and personal stories relayed by the subject. But 
Haight raises the plausible complication that Cross only knew Evans Lewes “in her sibylline 
years, and in selecting passages he naturally sought out the most sententious, excluding the 
spontaneous, trivial, and humorous remarks” (“Cross’s Biography of George Eliot” 6). Even if 
Cross had enjoyed an intimate relationship with Evans Lewes during their marriage, this would 
have given him access to stories told from the perspective of a 61 year-old — a distinct and 
retrospective viewpoint. Haight more appropriately describes Life as “the commemorative 
offering of a devoted widower, eager to perpetuate the fame of the Victorian Sibyl” (“Cross’s 
Biography of George Eliot” 2). Cross theoretically honors his wife’s frustration with biographies 
of celebrities by branding Life an autobiography. But the work obviously misses the mark, 
perpetuating an idyllic image of Evans Lewes that, quite frankly, enhances the very 
“celebrity” (“Cross’s Biography of George Eliot” 2) to which she objected.   
 The preservation of Evans Lewes’ legacy as a literary saint was not a one-person 
accomplishment. In an analysis of Cross’ Letters, Haight theorizes that Charles Lewes, Evans 
Lewes’ adopted son and literary executor, was cognizant of many of Cross’ editorial decisions. 
After Evans Lewes’ death, Haight reports that early editions of GHL’s journals disappeared, and 
were perhaps destroyed (“Cross’s Biography of George Eliot” 9). I am left only to conclude that 
these journal passages would have contested Cross’ hagiography. The practice of destroying 
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personal correspondence, while frustrating for scholars and admirers of Evans Lewes, does not 
deviate far from Victorian norms — as other authors’ intimate writing and journals, like Emily 
Dickinson’s, were also destroyed postmortem.  
Critical reception of John Walter Cross’ “George Eliot’s Life” during the 1880s 
 Cross did not singularly manipulate readers’ memory or understanding of his late wife. 
Rather, any manipulation was an active collaboration between a loving widower, hoping to hold 
his wife in the highest and most professional esteem, and a society that encountered difficulty in 
negotiating Evans Lewes’ defiance of gender expectations with her successes.  
 My first objection to Cross’ supposed “autobiography” is grounded in its critical 
reception, which is suffocatingly focused on Cross’ accomplishment — rather than those of the 
prolific author he attempted to profile. Newspapers and journals, like North British, reviewed 
Cross’ Life favorably, grateful to “Mr Cross for the ample materials which he [had] collected and 
edited, and for the form in which these [were] put before us” (North British in Beinecke Rare 
Book & Manuscript Library).  Offered only a curated collection of Evans Lewes’ experiences, 27
newspaper reviewers convinced themselves that Cross had, in fact, concocted an autobiography 
of his deceased wife. “The book is in reality an autobiography so far as any book can be thus 
described which was not written by the author with a direct view to publication” (North British 
in Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library), the article in North British observed. This 
 I refer to this newspaper by the fragment of its title still legible in the collection of newspaper clippings at the 27
Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library at Yale University. Based on records for newspapers for the second half 
of the nineteenth century, I believe the paper’s full name was The North British daily mail. As this could not be 
confirmed, though, I do not represent the newspaper with its possible full title. 
RISINGER !44
review, in particular, alerted readers that no letters were printed in their entirety, accepting Cross’ 
justification that to do so would be beside the point of the piece.  
 While praise of Cross’ Letters was likely well-received and somewhat merited, he was 
neither the only biographer of his wife’s life, nor did he definitively have the fullest 
understanding of his wife’s thoughts and literary career. His ability to claim ownership over her 
narrative and lifetime of letters speaks to the gendered inequalities of the time period — and of 
society’s willingness to accept the word of a confident and well-spoken man. Cross was 
celebrated by the North British as having “produced a piece of literary workmanship which some 
professional makers of books and compilers of biographies may be recommended to study as a 
model of discretion and discernment in the election and use of materials, and in the judicious 
self-effacement of the biographer” (North British in Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library). 
Unfortunately, the suggestion of Cross’ “self effacement” (North British in Beinecke Rare Book 
& Manuscript Library) is extremely misleading, as he had the most active hand in affecting 
readers’ interpretation of his wife, and then marketing it as the most factual and intimate account 
of her life.  
 I would be remiss not to consider Cross’ gender as a factor contributing to the reception 
of his Letters, as gender was so central to critics’ impressions of his wife. It would be patently 
unfair to discount Cross’ biography on the sole basis of his being a man — though ironically, 
Evans Lewes groups and criticizes women in “Silly Novels by Lady Novelists.” But Cross 
neither responded to nor preempted interpretations of Evans Lewes as masculine or 
problematically un-gendered in her behavior. By excluding passages from Evans Lewes’ letters 
that discuss her unconventional relationship with GHL, Cross denies a crucial opportunity to 
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consider issues of Victorian gender expectations and relations that were central to her life. 
Ultimately, Cross’ presentation of Evans Lewes lacks the kind of reflection on a life’s struggles 
and meaning communicated by a true autobiography. Cross, at points throughout Letters, 
digresses to a broader discussion of his wife’s history or the chronology of her experiences. 
These passages cement the work’s status as a biography, and an opinionated, guarded one at that. 
Readers are left to either accept Cross’ working theories or to make non contextual judgments 
about the forces that motivated Evans Lewes’ professional career and her pursuit of such 
typically “masculine” topics like religion and science.  
 Cross was not the only close companion of Evan Lewes to consider writing a biography. 
Edith Simcox, a journalist and feminist critic, paid frequent visits to Evans Lewes’ home, many 
of which are denoted in the author’s journal by date. Following the logic of Edith Simcox as 
Biographer of George Eliot in the Periodical Press, Simcox had begun to envision a biography 
of her friend before Cross officially announced he would write his definitive biography.   28
 Cross accessed stories and intimate details of his wife’s life which I suspect might not 
have arisen in Simcox’s conversations with Evans Lewes. But I remain curious about what a 
formal Simcox biography could have provided audiences, particularly given her personal 
celebration of Evans Lewes’ understanding of “motives of ambiguous conduct” (Fulmer). 
Constance Fulmer, who wrote on Simcox’s relationship with Evans Lewes, theorizes that Simcox 
compiled an unconventional biography of her literary idol through the eventual publication of the 
fictional Episodes in the Lives of Men, Women, and Lovers and of her own personal journal. Had 
Simcox written Letters, Ruby V. Redinger, author of Eliot: The Emergent Self (1975), 
 It should be mentioned, though, that Cross encouraged Simcox to write a biographical article about 28
Evans Lewes’ life — appreciating her unique relationship with his wife. 
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hypothesizes that “[she] would have been as protective of her subject as Cross” (14) — an 
assumption heavily supported by Simcox’s adoration of Evans Lewes, and her comparisons of 
the author to the Madonna.  
 As Cross’ Letters does not characterize itself as the personal reflections of a husband on 
his wife, I further question the extent to which even Cross’ first-hand experiences could be 
portrayed as fact. For instance, Cross’ narration of the couple’s trip to Venice — following their 
1880 marriage — is deceiving in its presentation of facts. In one of many narrative asides from 
Evans Lewes’ personal documents, Cross describes the trip as having been affected by “continual 
bad air, and the complete and sudden deprivation of all bodily exercise” (Letters, v. iii, 294). In 
doing so, Cross skirts around an explanation of his own mental health crisis on the trip and fails 
to portray the physical symptoms of his sickness. A 2010 article in The New York Times adds 
much needed context, mentioning that Evans Lewes was aware “that her husband had lost much 
weight and that he was alternatively agitated and deeply depressed” (Maddox).  
 Cross’ entry on Venice focuses on hot temperatures in their Italian host city, but he also 
suffered from what an Italian newspaper, L’Adriatico, coined “una mania maliconica.” While 
Evans Lewes spoke with a physician, Cross reportedly jumped from the Europa hotel “with such 
force that he sailed over the three or four gondolas stationed outside and landed in the middle of 
the canal” (Maddox). Another Venetian newspaper, Il Tempo, reported the incident and the man’s 
rescue by a gondolier, emphasizing the sorrow that must have been felt by the man’s “poor wife” 
(Maddox). The personal notes of Lord Acton, a professor and personal acquaintance of Cross and 
Evans Lewes, confirmed the account. “Sent for Ricchetti, told him that Cross had a mad brother. 
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Told [Evans Lewes’] fears. Just then, heard that he had jumped into the Canal,” the note reads, 
referencing the presence of the physician, Ricchetti.  
 There are a number of convincing justifications for Cross’ exclusion of his own mental 
health crises, one of which being that the young author would live another forty years of life as a 
widower. A prominent man, himself, Cross preserves his reputation as a result of his own self-
discretion. Brenda Maddox, author of Eminent Lives — George Eliot: Novelist, Lover, Wife, 
suggests that revelation of Cross’ attempted suicide might have altered societal perception of 
Evans Lewes, as well. “Any whiff of attempted suicide would inevitably have cast aspersions on 
Marian’s vanity in imagining that she could be a satisfying wife for a much younger man,” 
Maddox writes in The New York Times. 
 Whether Cross aimed to preserve his own dignity or that of his deceased wife, he showed 
a clear intention in excluding his attempted suicide from Letters. In an 1885 review in The 
Academy, author Edward Dowden applauds Cross’ editorial decisions and belief that his wife 
ought to speak for herself through her letters. “Is it not pleasanter to pick one’s own plums or 
cherries from the branch than to accept them with the bloom and freshness rubbed away by the 
critic’s finger?” Dowden concludes (10). But it is the very image of a critic’s touch that best 
represents Cross’ biography. Though he purports to withhold editorial direction, he excludes 
moments that might realistically have shifted our understanding of his subject.  
 In a fitting irony, Cross’ own obituary in The New York Times revolves around his short 
marriage to Evans Lewes, a proportionately small period of his life. Surely developed in 
response to Cross’ published account of Evans Lewes’ last year of life, his own obituary frames 
his relationship with the novelist as loving and passionately devoted. While this follows the 
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typical format of an obituary — in that tenuous relationships would be unlikely to be described 
even if they had been present — Cross’ relationship is portrayed without context. In 
characterizing Cross as “a gentleman whose friendship was especially congenial to a 
temperament so abnormally dependent on affectionate understanding on George Eliot’s” (“J.W. 
Cross Dies at 84”), the obituary excludes a significant amount of other biographical information. 
Additionally, this excerpt perpetuates the clichéd notion that Evans Lewes was either extremely 
sentimental or alternatively, aloof. It is meaningful that Cross is introduced as the “husband of 
George Eliot and Author of Her Biography” (“J.W. Cross Dies at 84”), despite the fact he lived 
four decades after his wife’s death. While accounts of GHL’s life detail his partnership with Evan 
Lewes, Cross is peculiarly presented as having been in a relationship with George Eliot, alone.   29
 George Eliot is just a snapshot of a person, a professional title with an ambiguous gender 
that equipped Evans Lewes to write without the imposition of gender stereotypes. Cross’ 
descriptions of an affectionate marriage to Eliot suggest a fundamental disconnect between her 
personal and professional identities. Moreover, it is unsurprising that Evans Lewes’ character is 
elevated, “present[ing] her to the world as a paragon of all, or nearly all, the middle class 
virtues,” as J.W. Lewis May writes in his George Eliot. May adds that the novelist “has been 
served but ill by other biographers, good men, to be sure” (The New York Times Book Review 1), 
but men who cannot easily balance a celebration of Evans Lewes’ works with a contextual 
understanding of her life and relationships to her husbands, her family, her friends, her readers, 
and Victorian society. By isolating “George Eliot” from “Marian Evans Lewes,” biographers, 
 Interestingly, I could not determine whether Cross remarried after Evans Lewes’ death. Results from search 29
engines were extremely limited and written with clear interest in Evans Lewes, not Cross. 
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such as Cross, serve only to propagate myth or misconception and to display “her before the 
public,” as The New York Times notes.  
III. Situating Marian Evans Lewes’ gender identity in the Victorian Era 
 Marian Evans Lewes lived out an unconventional social existence — in partnership but 
never married to author George Henry Lewes. Though Evans Lewes’ relationship with GHL 
belied social norms in the Victorian Era, her daily life in the Lewes household was considerably 
more traditional. She took great strides to ensure the comfort and success of GHL’s children, all 
from GHL’s marriage with Agnes Jervis.  
 Regardless of her seeming comfort accepting the traditionally feminine role of caregiver 
and de facto parent, Evans Lewes was deeply disturbed by the rising popularity of what she saw 
as vapid, female-driven literature. Critiquing the stream-of-consciousness style and fairy tale 
tropes of “silly novels” by women writers (“Silly Novels by Lady Novelists”), Evans Lewes 
perceived her own work as a participant in an entirely different literary dialogue. To critics 
hoping to class authors as either feminine or masculine in their writing styles, Evans Lewes is an 
outlier and a source of tension for her simultaneous embrace of family life and rejection of the 
identity of a female novelist.  
 Evans Lewes’ work and writing process were unsentimental and independent. Though her 
diary confirms that Evans Lewes read passages of her novels aloud to GHL for his approval and 
feedback, she did not treat writing as a social or emotional affair. A professional novelist, Evans 
Lewes reiterated to her dear friends, Charles and Cara Bray, that her writing should not be a topic 
of discussion. In March of 1858, she rationalized this desire for professional privacy by saying 
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that she would not indulge her vanity — for she already “ha[d] only a trembling anxiety to do 
what is in itself worth doing” (Letters, v. ii, 13). More than a year later, this explanation became 
more declared, as she said that “talking about [her] books, [she] find[s], has much the same 
malign effect on [her] as talking of [her] feelings or [her] religion” (Letters, v. ii, 85). This wish 
to evade emotional discussion is consistent with Evans Lewes’ clarification that her protagonists 
are not based on family members or friends. In her own writing — even in her diary — Evans 
Lewes did not document her life with GHL and their children at length, nor did she seek revenge 
or redemption through literature.  
 Evans Lewes approached the act of writing methodically, and she insisted that her 
creative progress be organic and treated professionally. Writing to John Blackwood in August of 
1859, Evans Lewes tempered her editor’s excitement for an impending work, which she deemed 
too incomplete for true evaluation. Though she was confident in her writing ability — after the 
rousing success that was Adam Bede — Evans Lewes characterized her developing work as 
being “only in the leaf-bud” (Letters, v. ii, 94). Until she could fully chart her novel’s course, 
Evans Lewes explained that she did “not [have] enough faith, though, to make [her] like the idea 
of beginning to print till the flower [was] fairly out” (Letters, v. ii, 94). Producing a novel 
prematurely could have undermined Evans Lewes’ intended message, or at the very worst, it 
could have invalidated her education as a woman.  
 By affirming her status as a professional author, Evans Lewes grants herself an exception 
from a general distaste for frivolous women’s novelists. As opposed to these women, whose 
“ladies’ silly novels, we imagine, are less the result of labour than of busy idleness” (“Silly 
Novels by Lady Novelists” 254), Evans Lewes writes with intention and for money. She is frank 
RISINGER !51
when considering authors’ motivations, writing in an 1878 letter that one should “not write when 
writing seems a task” (Letters in Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library, July 1878) — nor 
should it be an emotional outlet. In an article published anonymously in the Westminster Review 
in 1856, Evans Lewes associates “the most trashy and written kind of feminine literature” (“Silly 
Novels by Lady Novelists” 254) with women authors who have not had to earn their wage or 
their bread. Evans Lewes distinguishes herself from such women from the beginning of her 
career as a novelist, which followed an established tenure with the Westminster Review as 
“Editress” (Dillane). Already a working woman, Evans Lewes sustained her family financially 
while GHL busied himself with less lucrative academic pursuits.  
 “Silly Novels by Lady Novelists”  reveals more than Evans Lewes’ aesthetic preference 30
for pieces of writing that are “antiseptic” (254), pure, and produced for profit. The essay also 
highlights the already stacked odds facing women writers at the beginning of their careers. “No 
sooner,” she explains, “does a woman show that she has genius or effective talent, than she 
receives the tribute of being moderately praised and severely criticised” (“Silly Novels by Lady 
Novelists” 253). From there, the stakes continue to rise for women writers. And if one ever 
earned literary commendation, she would see “critical enthusiasm drops to the freezing 
point” (“Silly Novels by Lady Novelists” 253). In her essay, Evans Lewes reveals deep-seated 
anxieties that women’s literature might become saturated with flighty or inconsequential social 
commentaries. These pieces, albeit distinct from Evans Lewes, understandably shaped society’s 
expectations for women’s literature. Depictions of female characters as “ideal wom[e]n in 
 GHL also wrote on the topic of “silly novels by lady novelists” upon the request of Evans Lewes— and his article 30
was published in an 1852 edition of the Westminster Review. Evans Lewes discussed GHL’s piece, writing to her 
friend Sara Hennell that “Lewes has written us an agreeable article on Lady Novelists” (George Eliot’s Life, v. i, 
230). 
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feelings, faculties, and flounces” (“Silly Novels by Lady Novelists” 244) are an additional 
frustration to Evans Lewes, for they reinforced narrow expectations for Victorian women. 
 Given Evans Lewes’ rebuke of frivolous prose — and of the women who wrote for 
leisure rather than social truth — it is unsurprising that she was offended by the notion of the 
public “guessing at authorship” (Letters in Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library, March 
31, 1858). In an 1858 letter, Evans Lewes explains it is “ludicrous” to read one of her works and 
assign a human identity to the pen name George Eliot (Letters in Beinecke Rare Book & 
Manuscript Library, March 31, 1858). Her assertion seems reasonable, particularly considering 
the likelihood that critical reception of her works on religion and politics might have changed 
dramatically had they been associated with a woman author. Though it was published 
anonymously, Evans Lewes’ essay “Silly Novels by Lady Novelists” confirms this societal 
skepticism about women’s literature. The essay excoriates “certain ladies who think that an 
amazing ignorance, both of science and of life, is the best possible qualification for forming an 
opinion on the knottiest moral and speculative questions” (“Silly Novels by Lady Novelists” 
248). In a sardonic tone that references a woman’s place in the kitchen, “Silly Novels by Lady 
Novelists” prescribes a recipe for creating unimpressive women’s writing: “Take a woman’s 
head, stuff it with a smattering of philosophy and literature chopped small, and with false notions 
of society baked hard, let it hang over a desk a few hours every day, and serve up hot in feeble 
English, when not required” (“Silly Novels by Lady Novelists” 248). 
 William Blackwood III addressed mounting public fascination with authors’ identities 
and private lives in an article featured in an 1881 volume of Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine. 
The piece, published after Evans Lewes’ death in 1881, contrasted editor John Blackwood with a 
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prying and insensitive public. Although Evans Lewes’ editor had “first been eager to make the 
acquaintance of his new contributor, [he] scrupulously respected the incognito as soon as he was 
informed that George Eliot did not wish it to be penetrated” (Blackwood III 263) . 31
 GHL conveyed an understanding that women’s literature ought to be formidable and 
intentional in his article in the Westminster Review and in his support of Evans Lewes’ 
professional career. In spite of this, he doggedly questioned the identity and gender of author 
Currer Bell — theorizing that Bell was a woman.  GHL, then a journalist in his early thirties, 32
wrote a review in Fraser’s magazine that “the writer [of Jane Eyre] is evidently a woman, and, 
unless we are deceived, new in the world of literature” (“Review of Jane Eyre by George Henry 
Lewes” 690-1). GHL praised the precision of details presented, as well as the character building 
of female protagonists. He wrote that Bell’s ability to be “sparing, and justly” (“Review of Jane 
Eyre by George Henry Lewes” 693) was something “few women ever succeed in” (“Review of 
Jane Eyre by George Henry Lewes” 693). GHL, in dissecting the character of Mr. Rochester, 
wrote that he was “also well drawn, and from life; but is the portrayal of a man drawn by a 
woman, and is not comparable to the portrait of Jane” (“Review of Jane Eyre by George Henry 
Lewes” 692).  
 Though none of the letters to Charlotte Brontë were preserved, her thoughts on GHL’s 
analysis of her gender can be ascertained by reading excerpts of Brontë’s letters to Sarah 
Williams (Gary 522). By exposing Bell’s gender, GHL impacted the public perception of both 
 Note the sexualized and aggressive rhetoric employed when discussing the public investigating Evans 31
Lewes. Rather than searching for her, society — as presented by William III Blackwood — hoped to have 
her “penetrated.” 
 Currer Bell was the pen name for author Charlotte Brontë, who wished for the critical reception of her 32
work to be unaffected by gender. 
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Brontë and her protagonists. GHL “impli[ed] that the author had indeed experienced ‘various 
passions’ and ‘strange calamities’” (“Review of Jane Eyre by George Henry Lewes” 691) — 
which would have made for an insulting portrayal of Brontë as a middle to upper-class woman in 
Victorian society.  
 GHL’s article does not invalidate Brontë’s authorial prowess, but it does contextualize it. 
Regardless of gender, he appreciated the skill of the novelist who demonstrated “perception of 
character, and power of delineating it; picturesqueness; passion; and knowledge of 
life” (“Review of Jane Eyre by George Henry Lewes” 691). Interestingly, Brontë went on to 
request literary feedback from GHL in future works, writing in a letter that while she had not 
respected him at the time of his article’s publication, she had since changed her perspective. 
“You will be severe; your last letter taught me as such,” Brontë wrote. “Well! I shall try to extract 
good out of your severity” (Gary 525) Brontë declared, looking to apply GHL’s feedback 
constructively.  
 GHL’s relationship with Brontë is relevant to an analysis of Evans Lewes, as it raises the 
question of whether GHL proceeded in approaching literature with particular attention to gender 
and personal backgrounds of the author. Currer Bell was not the only mysterious name in the 
Victorian Era, and authors like Charles Dickens anticipated that “George Eliot” might, too, have 
been a woman. Dickens did not definitively label Eliot as a woman novelist, though he did leave 
space for the possibility that a woman constructed Adam Bede. In an 1858 letter addressed “My 
DEAR SIR,” Dickens wrote that he hoped to know “the face of the man, or woman, who has 
written so charmingly” (Letters, v. ii, 2) . 33
 If he “had been left to [his] own devices” (Letters, v. ii, January 17, 1858), Dickens writes that he would refer to 33
the author as a woman, having “observed what seemed to [him] such womanly touches.”
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(Un)gendering Evans Lewes in a field of “lady novelists”  
 Unlike Brontë, Evans Lewes presented the additional challenge of classification among 
women, including in her friendships and social circles. In her account of Evans Lewes, Bessie R. 
Belloc described that she was rarely with other women. Belloc hypothesized that “women 
seem[ed] to have held aloof with a sort of fear from any attempt to measure the achievements of 
[Evans Lewes’] extraordinary mind” (1) — an account that is consistent with author Margaret 
Oliphant’s confession in her Autobiography that she felt “very small, very obscure, beside 
them , rather a failure all round” (Thompson 9). By exalting Evans Lewes as the one great 34
woman writer, Victorian society further discouraged other women from entering the field.   35
Among a room full of men, Evans Lewes’ was the “one gentle woman’s voice [which] was heard 
to utter what they were quite sure had been well-matured before the lips opened” (“George Eliot: 
Her Life and Writings” 161). Distinct from the flighty female protagonists with which Evans 
Lewes takes issue, she was consistent in her appreciation for history, philosophy, and — quite 
honestly— the company of men. Ralph Waldo Emerson, the phrenologist George Combe, and 
author Robert Mackay were among the men who occupied Evans Lewes’ time and kept her 
intellectually stimulated (“George Eliot: Her Life and Writings” 161).  
 “Them” is in reference to Oliphant’s discomfort being compared to Evans Lewes. She described herself in her 34
Autobiography as feeling less impressive than other authors: “I acknowledge frankly that there is nothing in me — a 
fat, little, commonplace woman, rather tongue-tied — to impress anyone; and yet there is a sort of whimsical injury 
in it which makes me sorry for myself” (Thompson 9). 
 In her discussion of the “woman question,” Nicola Diane Thompson explains that Evans Lewes was often 35
considered separate from communities of women writers, treated as a “touchstone of artistic excellence” (9) in a 
society that “expect[ed] other women novelists to measure up to [her] particular strengths and denigrat[ed] them 
when they did not” (9).
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 Though Evans Lewes transcended the literature of the “lady novelists” she critiques in 
her essay, as an individual she did not identify herself as anything but a woman (“Silly Novels by 
Lady Novelists”). Repeatedly, as evidenced by her writer’s notebook, Evans Lewes researched 
the rights and grievances of women in countries outside of her own native England (“A Writer’s 
Notebook, 1854-1879). Egyptian women, she recorded, enjoyed greater freedom than their 
British or European counterparts. And this fact becomes directly relevant when contemplating 
the plot of Middlemarch. Within the novel, protagonist Dorothea experiences a sensual 
awakening in Rome, provoked by the observation of fine art. Her emotional response is 
particularly stimulated by the presence of the statue of Ariadne , which until the end of the 36
1700s was associated with Cleopatra. Analyzed as Evans Lewes would have likely encountered 
the sculpture at the time of writing Middlemarch, it exudes strength and sexual confidence — 
and depicts a woman strewn across blankets (Ariadne). Dorothea is not depicted as being 
similarly sexual, though she certainly takes on characteristics that might have been criticized or 
classed as “masculine” during the time period. Notwithstanding Dorothea’s interest in business, 
in financial matters and philosophy, she is a woman. She is reflective of Evans Lewes’ own 
powerful and independent womanhood.  
 Grappling with anxiety over how to best represent Evans Lewes after her 1881 death, 
many reporters stressed her identity as a woman and caretaker or they focused exclusively on her 
prolific writing career. The Spectator lauds Evans Lewes’ genius, opining that “till George 
Eliot’s time, women have been notably deficient” (Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library). 
 Ironically, the statue takes on a very different significance when it is interpreted as Ariadne, daughter of King 36
Minos of Crete (Ariadne). After escaping the Labyrinth, Ariadne was left asleep on the island of Naxos until she was 
found and rejuvenated by Dionysus, her later husband (Ariadne).
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Addressing her death with a similar approach, The Globe laments the death of the world’s “most 
accomplished woman” (Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library); and The New York Times 
celebrates her “purest type of humor” (Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library) . In doing 37
so, each of these obituaries presents only the fragment of Evans Lewes’ life that is playable to the 
audiences beholden to strict gender norms of the Victorian Era. Reporters construct a character, 
applying the pen name George Eliot, rather than approach the difficulty of representing Evans 
Lewes’ complexities and behavior. In terms of strategy, these obituaries serve as a precursor to 
Cross’ biography on his wife, wherein he makes the choice to accentuate her femininity. A 
review of Cross’ Letters in January of 1885 epitomizes this effort, applauding Evans Lewes for 
womanly energies “in all her instincts and affections, in her love of home and homely ties and 
duties, in her devotedness, her craving for affection, her tenderness of heart” (Daily News in 
Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library).  
 Among the collection of newspaper clippings preserved in the Beinecke Rare Book & 
Manuscript Library at Yale University, very few articles eulogize exclusively Evans Lewes’ 
professional endeavors. In exceptions to this trend, the St. James’s Gazette, reports that “she 
ranks as a novelist beyond almost all men, as well as all women — if indeed, any exception can 
be named, which we doubt” (St. James’s Gazette in Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library). 
This evaluation consciously speaks of gender, but in identifying Evans Lewes as superior to most 
women and men, it distinguishes itself. Reporting by the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin excludes 
the possibility that a male writer could be equally impressive, elevating the figure of Evans 
 The obituary of Eliot in The New York Times recognizes her “intellectual greatness,” but it does not predict an 37
enduring legacy. “Our grandchildren may not care to read George Eliot any more than we care to read Miss Austen,” 
the writer prophesies. 
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Lewes above all “of the many millions of living men and women who speak and write 
English” (Philadelphia Evening Bulletin in Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library).  
 The Daily News calls Evans Lewes “one of the few, the immortal names that were not 
born to die” (Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library). But as the physical author behind the 
decades-loved characters of Maggie and Dorothea, Evans Lewes was not granted a similar fate. 
She was neither eulogized using her chosen name, nor did her death afford the opportunity for 
critical reflection on gender treatment and literary reception. Even when Evans Lewes’ writing 
was mentioned, it was often conflated with biographical details of the author’s life. On all fronts, 
obituaries of George Eliot fall short of capturing Evans Lewes’ life and literary achievements.  
IV. Marian Evans Lewes as an Icon for Reformists? 
 The Victorian Era was coined the “decade of the redundant woman” after the publication 
of William Rathbone Greg’s essay “Why Women Are Redundant” in April of 1862. Greg’s thesis 
hinges on the concept that there is an excess of women in the U.K., as the result of emigration 
and job placement. Distancing the U.K. from “[its] neighbours across the Channel and across the 
Atlantic” (4), Greg proudly writes that British society, in a practical move, “ha[s] occupied 
[itself] more with ‘Woman’s Mission,’ and ‘Woman’s Employment’” (5), not the rights 
movement. Greg’s piece presents emigration, marriage, and shifts of certain demographics of 
women out of the workforce as solutions for reducing redundancy.  
 I briefly summarize Greg’s essay not in an effort to rebut its deeply problematic thesis, 
but instead to add context to attitudes towards women during the Victorian Era. Feminist 
reformers met Greg’s piece with fierce criticism, publishing response pieces like Frances Power 
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Cobbe’s “What Shall We Do With Our Old Maids” (Bodenheimer 401). Greg’s essay brought 
discussions of marriage — and whether the institution of marriage ought to exclude women from 
being educated or differently impact them based on social class — to the forefront. It is from this 
perspective that Rosemarie Bodenheimer, a biographer of Evans Lewes among others, notes that 
images of women presented in Greg’s essay became fixtures of Victorian literature. Popular 
literature of the 1860s “increasingly featured characters Dorice Elliott has called ‘philanthropic 
heroines,’ whose ambitions are tamed, disciplined, and met by work in the service of the 
poor’ (Elliot, ch. 6)” (Bodenheimer 401).  
 “The woman question” further complicates any analysis of gender in the Victorian Era — 
and I see it factoring prominently into Evans Lewes’ literary reception. The concept offers a 
vantage point from which I can identify possible explanations for Evans Lewes’ selection as a 
social icon. Analyzing Ouida’s 1894 “The New Woman,” I will first introduce a conservative 
argument against expanded societal roles and values for women. Ouida, otherwise known as 
Marie Louise de la Ramée , admonishes the modern woman for fostering a “startling upheaval 38
of volcanic womanhood” (611) that threatens men and society at-large. This “New 
Woman” (Ouida 611) looks to expand her horizons beyond the narrow category of household 
tasks and roles she has previously taken on.  While Ouida, at brief intervals, calls for the 39
reader’s empathy, she makes her overarching message crystal clear: “woman in public life would 
exaggerate the failings of men, and would not have even their few excellencies” (614).  
 Marie Louise de la Ramée had a prolific career as a novelist before beginning to focus on societal commentaries 38
in the 1880s, which targeted a range of demographics including supporters of women’s suffrage and changing 
gender roles. 
 Ouida does note that these women are acutely aware of her gender’s former subservience — that “she has listened 39
without a smile to her enemy’s ‘preachments’; she has ‘endured poignant misery for his sins’” (611). 
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 Ouida emphasizes what she sees as women’s entitlement and inability to recognize the 
societal benefits they already enjoy. In order to assert themselves, these women — Ouida 
outlines — subscribe to the “deliciously comical” (611) notion that men’s authority has always 
been granted by women’s graciousness and permission. The article delivers readers a powerful 
and metaphorical declaration: if women were agriculturists, they would “spend [their] whole 
time in demanding neighboring fields which are not [theirs]” (Ouida 618), as opposed to 
cultivating their own.  
 Implicit in the phrase “the woman question,” the Victorians did not pose a single solution 
or any most accurate interpretation of gender. Ouida’s argument in “The New Woman,” for 
instance, fails to represent many women seeking concrete ways to expand their societal impact. 
Barbara Leigh Smith’s “A brief summary in plain language of the most important laws 
concerning women: together with a few observations thereon” (1856)  also contributes to this 40
discussion on gender roles. The piece’s structure alludes to a legal document or constitution, 
dissecting the laws that affect women without their consent. Smith covers topics ranging from 
the barriers to women’s entry into fields of medicine and law to the problematic dependence on a 
husband’s discretion. In a letter dated October 2, 1876, Evans Lewes writes to Smith, who she 
addressees as Madame Eugène Bodichon. Evans Lewes acknowledges that there is space for a 
woman’s contribution, as she “can do much for the other women (and men) to come” (Blake 
298). But her letter feels muted, a representation of many women novelists during the time 
period. These women, like Evans Lewes, often strayed from extremes. They indicated their 
support for a woman’s education  or financial authority while “ma[king] sure that they 
 Smith’s (Bodichon) piece is introduced in an earlier chapter of this thesis, where it is discussed in the context of 40
GHL and Evans Lewes’ knowledge of medicine.
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differentiated themselves clearly from the excesses of the ‘shrieking Sisterhood,’ as Eliza Lynn 
Linton  called them, or from the personal extremes and unconventionality of activists such as 41
Mary Wollstonecraft” (Thompson 3).  
 By conflating or disregarding Evans Lewes’ literature and personal life, both feminist 
reformers and staunch traditionalists championed the author. Seeking a bold role model, social 
reformer Edith Simcox found comfort in Evans Lewes’ literary successes and unconventional 
romantic partnerships. Similarly manipulating Evans Lewes’ reputation and works, Elizabeth 
Gaskell deemed the author’s behavior exceptional — asserting that it did not represent the moral 
compass evident in her novels.   
Edith Simcox’s embrace of an exaggerated Evans Lewes 
 Researching for a review she was writing of Middlemarch, Edith Simcox first interacted 
with Evans Lewes in her late twenties. Growing up with relative freedom to pursue an education, 
Simcox forwent Girton for “stay[ing] home, [and] ke[eping] house for her widowed mother and 
brothers” (Fulmer 105). Though she was a product of an upper-middle class family in the U.K., 
Simcox advanced philosophies more radical than Evans Lewes’. Bodenheimer underscores that 
“even had she wanted to, [Simcox] could not have represented herself — like another Margaret 
Oliphant — as a woman whose professional life was undertaken for the sake of supporting her 
family” (“Autobiography in Fragments” 401). Studying at home, Simcox, like Evans Lewes, 
 Perhaps my favorite essay on “the woman question” — which I wish I had a separate project to address — is “The 41
Girl of the Period” by Eliza Lynn Linton. The piece, sarcastically dedicated to “All Good Girls and True Women,” 
still resonates to me as a 21st century reader. In chapters titled “Ideal Women” and “Apron-Strings,” Linton 
chastises a society that foolishly believes that a charming woman “is a woman rather than a human being, and a lady 
rather than a woman” (Linton). In one bit of sarcastic writing that particularly affects me, Linton’s narrator declares 
“the woman question” “is not the revolt of slaves against their tyrants which they have begun — in that we could 
sympathize — but it is a revolt against their duties.” 
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embraced languages and a life of writing, “sprinkl[ing] her work with Latin and Greek 
epigraphs” (Fulmer 105).  
 A contributor to Victorian publications under the pseudonym H. Lawrenny, Simcox 
heralded a philosophy that objected to “any practice which implied women’s inferiority to 
men” (Fulmer 105). Defending this position, she argued that women had historically stepped up 
to rule and did “so readily and with an amount of intelligence and good will fully equal to that 
displayed on the average by masculine potentates” (Fulmer 106). Eager to further discussion of 
marriage in the public arena, Simcox rejected marriage and presented a complex interpretation of 
her own gender. She frequently described herself as “half a man” (Simcox 4), reaching beyond 
the binary of men and women.  
 In her review of Middlemarch, published in the Academy, Simcox observed that families 
depicted in the novel “had to rest content with very ordinary achievement, and could not derive 
unmixed consolation from the knowledge which was the chief prize of their struggles, that 
failure is never altogether undeserved (Academy 2)” (“Autobiography in Fragments” 404). 
Commenting on Evans Lewes’ realism, she emphasizes the author’s ability to contextualize and 
represent “motives of ambiguous conduct” (Hagan) — a point that was likely appealing to 
Simcox given her own negotiation of her gender and actions with social expectations. 
Bodenheimer classes Simcox as “one of the group of younger idolators who formed George 
Eliot’s substitute family in the 1870s” (“Autobiography in Fragments” 405).  
 But I find the relationship between Simcox and Evans Lewes to be anything but 
straightforward to categorize — as Simcox became increasingly obsessed with Evans Lewes’ 
unconventional life and frustrated by her disinterest in promoting nontraditional choices in her 
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literature. Bodenheimer refers to an internal battle within Simcox “with an icon who projected — 
among other things — Victorian norms of womanly sympathy, renunciation, and heterosexual 
marriage” (“Autobiography in Fragments” 405) in her writing. Simcox believed, perhaps to keep 
her idolatry alive, that Evans Lewes’ truth was best represented by her partnership with GHL and 
her role as breadwinner of the family. Writing about Evans Lewes in George Eliot, Simcox 
explained “her very being was a protest against the opposing and yet cognate heresies that half 
the normal human passions must be strangled in the quest of virtue, and the attainment of virtue 
is a dull and undesirable end, seeing it implies the sacrifice of most that makes life 
interesting” (“Autobiography in Fragments” 407). Simcox projected an identity crisis on Evans 
Lewes, as she presumably was experiencing one, herself.  
 Simcox’s relationship with Evans Lewes should not be discounted because of her radical 
beliefs — and her visits were documented at various occasions in Evans Lewes’ diary. In the 
diary, preserved by the Beinecke Rare Book & Manuscript Library at Yale University, Evans 
Lewes recorded “Miss Simcox” twice in December 1879, likely referring to a meeting or visit. 
Other visitors did not justify a similar designation in Evans Lewes’ diary. Cross, Evans Lewes’ 
husband, is mentioned only once in the diary as having visited in March of 1879 (“George Eliot’s 
Diary”). Even references to outings with GHL are scarcely included during his lifetime. 
Although I could not find explicit confirmation of a rivalry between Cross and Simcox in Evans 
Lewes’ writing, Bodenheimer shares a story of a supposedly well-known joke that “Edith’s 
jealousy of rival worshiper John Cross might lead her to poison his shirts” (“Autobiography in 
Fragments” 408). Simcox deeply and emotionally identifies with Evans Lewes’ protagonists, 
claiming “that she has, like a George Eliot heroine, undergone an inward ‘revolution[…] it is 
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deliverance — to feel that one asks nothing — only to feel tenderly towards all men, whether 
they accept the affection or not’ (AS 42)” (“Autobiography in Fragments” 406).  
 Despite Simcox’s radical attitudes, Evans Lewes did not present herself as seeking the 
same “inward ‘revolution’” (AS 42). In fact, Bodenheimer describes the author as “putting breaks 
on Simcox’s fierce sexual, political, and religious iconoclasm” (“Autobiography in Fragments” 
408). GHL, Bodenheimer adds, behaved to the contrary, reportedly having “encourag[ed] a kind 
of cheerful competition in heaping extravagant love-praises on ‘the Madonna’” (“Autobiography 
in Fragments” 405). In a nonlegal partnership with GHL when she met Simcox, Evans Lewes 
was writing literature that respected and simultaneously fetishized the practice of marriage. 
Dorothea’s life in Middlemarch, for instance, is defined by suffering in an unhappy marriage — 
before the plot interference of Casaubon’s death. Notwithstanding complications surrounding her 
husband’s will, Dorothea ends the novel in yet another marriage, this one seemingly more 
productive. Similarly, characters Mary Garth and Celia Brooke rarely, if ever, contemplate their 
lives in terms that do not assume an eventual marriage and maternal role. Resolutions that cannot 
be directed by marriage, like that of Maggie Tulliver in The Mill on the Floss are unsustainable 
and result in death — and even then, the book foreshadows Lucy’s ultimate marriage to Stephen 
Guest as the two are described visiting Maggie’s grave. Frustrated by Evans Lewes’ position on 
marriage, Simcox wrote that it was “rather humiliating to [her] to be told again and again that the 
association called up by [her] name [was] always that of a woman who might find a husband if 
she would take a little more pains with her dress and drawing room conversation — and this is in 
the mind of some one that [she] love[s]” (“Autobiography in Fragments” 411). Other nineteenth 
century readers of Middlemarch expressed disappointment regarding Dorothea’s marriages, too. 
RISINGER !65
Evans Lewes writes  Blackwood that “two ladies came up to her at Oxford; one wondered how 42
she could let Dorothea marry that Casaubon, while the other said Ladislaw was just as 
bad” (Blake 306).  
 Following Evans Lewes’ death, Simcox sought out the friends and family members who 
most contributed to the author’s development as a person. And though scholars like John Hagan 
of Wesleyan University interpret these meetings as Simcox’s wish or preparation to write a 
biography of Evans Lewes, I am less certain. Constance M. Fulmer counters Hagan’s conclusion, 
writing that Simcox “did not go, as many have assumed, with the expressed purpose of gathering 
biographical facts but rather with the desire to discover details that would enhance her own 
understanding of Eliot’s life and formative relationships — which would become the foundation 
of all subsequent versions of George Eliot’s biography” (369). I believe Simcox’s fascination 
with Evans Lewes was exaggerated because of her own inability to classify or categorize her 
literary idol as either a feminist reformer or overly conservative.  43
 Simcox’s personal journal, published posthumously as Autobiography of a Shirtmaker, 
demonstrates her effort to reconcile her own wishes with the traditionalism portrayed in Evans 
Lewes’ literature. Simcox’s published writings during her lifetime, which included five Episodes 
printed anonymously in Fraser’s Magazine, further explore Evans Lewes. Bodenheimer’s 
analysis of Simcox’s “men, women, and lovers” — particularly of “Looking in the Glass” — 
aptly portrays her consideration of Evans Lewes and GHL’s “most faithful perfect 
love” (“Autobiography in Fragments” 415). These sketches, Bodenheimer concludes, 
 Evans Lewes’ letter is dated September 19, 1873 — more than a year after Middlemarch was published. 42
 In Fulmer’s analysis, she relays Simcox’s belief that Evans Lewes simply could not play the role of idol to those 43
who “worship[ed]” (372) her. But this just further reflects Simcox’s inability to accept that Lewes was 
fundamentally not the feminist reformer about whom she had dreamed. 
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demonstrate Simcox’s mind “caught betwixt and between” (“Autobiography in Fragments” 416), 
unable to create and honor a coherent image of Evans Lewes. Simcox’s observational 
relationships with Evans Lewes and her partners remain crucial to scholars’ understanding of 
Evans Lewes’ works and contributed to Haight’s eventual biography (Fulmer 366).  
Elizabeth Gaskell’s erasure of Evans Lewes’ “awkward blot” 
 Writing on the impact of Evans Lewes, Elizabeth Gaskell guessed that “the author must 
be a noble creature: and [she] shut[s] [her] eyes to the awkward blot in her life (Letters 
594)” (Rosenberg). This “blot” does not refer to Evans Lewes’ plots or representations of her 
protagonists. Gaskell, an author and journalist, instead condemns Evans Lewes’ unconventional 
lifestyle and partnership out-of-wedlock with GHL (“Elizabeth Gaskell”). A friend to and later 
biographer for Charlotte Brontë (“Elizabeth Gaskell”), Gaskell embraced a community of female 
writers, seeking and offering support. In order to accept Evans Lewes, though, Gaskell’s writing 
reveals a blatant disregard for the author’s personal history. Evans Lewes’ literature, which is 
notably more traditional than her life’s choices, is highlighted for its successful portrayal of 
strong female characters.  
 In the 1985 Female Friendships and Communities: Charlotte Brontë, George Eliot, 
Elizabeth Gaskell, author Pauline Nestor draws comparisons between the three influential female 
writers of the Victorian Era. Unlike Evans Lewes and, at times, Brontë, Gaskell celebrated the 
distinction of being a woman writer. And her “female colleagues were not overawed and 
resentful of her in the ways they tended to be with Brontë and Eliot” (Nestor 28). After Evans 
Lewes’ excoriating piece on the frivolous female author, approaching her with trepidation might 
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have seemed wise. But Gaskell was known for her charm (Nestor 28), and she eagerly inquired 
to “her publisher George Smith for information about George Eliot: ‘send us PLEASE a long 
account of what she is like etc. etc. etc…. your impression of her,—which we won’t tell 
anybody” (Nestor 29).  
 Where Evans Lewes represented the plights of women as being bound to unhappy 
marriages or financial stressors, Gaskell extolled the potential successes for women outside of 
the workplace. She did not “see that female detachment from the power of the industrial world as 
a sign of female weakness” (Nestor 69). Moreover, she deemed maternal instincts the greatest 
strength. Nestor explains that when she reflected on single women, Gaskell primarily considered 
their life without children. Gaskell thought unmarried life “may be to the full as happy in process 
of time but I think that there is a time of trial to be gone through with women, who naturally 
yearn after children” (Nestor 47). In line with these priorities, Gaskell respected Evans Lewes’  
emphasis on familial relationships, a current that runs throughout her literary works.  
 Both Gaskell and Evans Lewes recognized the transformative value of educating women. 
They each called Bessie Rayner Parkes, who wrote on the importance of a woman’s education, 
their friend. The differences between them lie in the unique thought processes that led each 
woman to realize education’s value. From Gaskell’s letters and writing on other female authors, 
she seems to be consistently impressed by the intellectual community created by educating 
women. These cohorts of women writers, though, are some of the very “lady novelists” with 
whom Evans Lewes takes umbrage. Nestor perhaps describes it best, saying “[Evans Lewes’] 
enthusiasm for women’s education stemmed as much from her disapproval of women as from 
any sympathy for woman’s lot” (162).  
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 Negotiating Evans Lewes as a woman — separate from her status as an author — was a 
more arduous task for Gaskell than for Simcox. Married to a Unitarian minister, Gaskell 
approached Evans Lewes’ work with caution (“Elizabeth Gaskell”). She appreciated Evans 
Lewes’ characters only after distancing them from their author, whose illicit marriage and morals 
weighed on Gaskell. She writes that she had “tried to be moral, and dislike [Evans Lewes] and 
dislike her books — but it wo[uldn’t] do” (Nestor 155). She explained she could not “help liking 
[Evans Lewes] — because she wrote those books” (Nestor 155).  Gaskell reconciled herself to 
Evans Lewes’ personal shortfalls by affirming her belief that “no dramatic power would, [she] 
think[s], enable her to think & say such noble things, unless her own character — perhaps hidden 
away from our sight at present, — has such possibilities of greatness and goodness in 
it” (Rosenberg). Gaskell reasoned that the creator of women characters like Dorothea and Mary 
Garth must ultimately revere marriage for its establishment of strong and healthy families.  
 Ironically, Evans Lewes makes similar exceptions in order to acknowledge Gaskell’s 
literary talent as a woman. In “Silly Novels by Lady Novelists,” Evans Lewes recognizes three 
women of “genius or effective talent” (Nestor 155), among them Brontë and Gaskell, for whom 
her criticism does not entirely apply. By prioritizing these women’s intellectual contributions to 
the literary world over their social criticisms, Evans Lewes negotiates some of Bronte and 
Gaskell’s more conservative opinions. She creates a loophole in her own analysis so that she can 
appreciate the work of other serious women writers, while maintaining that the circle of “lady 
novelists” should not be expanded for the sole purpose of encouraging more women to write.  
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V. Evans Lewes: “the hint and proposition for the study of another problem”  
 The contradictions in Evans Lewes’ life and literature are perhaps best defined by 
Elizabeth Stuart Phelps in a letter to the Middlemarch author. “The woman’s personal identity,” 
the American author writes, “is a vast undiscovered country with which society has yet to 
acquaint itself, and by which it is yet to be revolutionized” (Griffith 95). Addressing a 
theologian’s frustration with Dorothea’s marriages, Phelps challenges their ability to understand 
the full woman.  
 Though Phelps refers to Middlemarch as “the novel of the century” (Griffith 95), she 
poses that it, too, demonstrates a gap in understanding. Middlemarch nearly analyzes a woman 
— and I believe this conditional compliment also applies to The Mill on the Floss. Developing 
the characters of Dorothea and Maggie, respectively, the novels share an insight into the 
complications and contradictions embedded in a Victorian society that chastises a woman’s 
cleverness and simultaneously depends upon it. Phelps charges Evans Lewes “to finish what 
[she] [has] begun” (Griffith 95), indicating “that Middlemarch itself is the hint and proposition 
for the study of another problem, with a great solution” (Griffith 95).  
 I argue, ultimately, that Evans Lewes as an author and a woman ought to be considered 
with the same attention to contradiction that Phelps advances. Readers, myself included, are 
puzzled by Evans Lewes — and by her many authorial and personal identities — because we 
look to apply a black-and-white categorization. But Evans Lewes is messy and inconsistent, 
though she nears commitment in responding to “the woman question” at points in The Mill on 
the Floss and Middlemarch. Her philosophies reflect neither the conservative viewpoints of 
Ouida nor the “shrieking Sisterhood” advocating for social upheaval. Dorothea falls similarly 
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short of definition, as demonstrated in a pivotal discussion with Will. She remarks that she “used 
to despise women a little for not shaping their lives more, and doing better things” (Blake 304) 
— but that she has since similarly abandoned aspects of her own autonomy.  
 The ease by which the George Eliot name is appropriated and claimed indicates a 
fundamental inability to truly interpret its significance, to glean the concrete opinions of Marian 
Evans Lewes or her nom de plume. 
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